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Understanding Jean-Paul Sartre's philosophy requires delving into his
profound views on human existence, consciousness, and the nature of the self.
Central to his existentialist thought is the idea that the self is not a
static entity that persists through time but is instead a dynamic, ever-—
changing process rooted in the present moment. Sartre challenges traditional
notions of a continuous, unchanging self by emphasizing the significance of
the "now" and the concept of the "eternal" within it. This perspective not
only reshapes our understanding of identity but also influences how we
perceive freedom, responsibility, and authenticity. In this article, we
explore Sartre's ideas about the self, the importance of the present moment,
and the philosophical implications of living in the "now" as the true
existence.

Sartre’s View of the Self: A Dynamic Process

The Rejection of a Permanent Self

Sartre famously rejects the notion of a fixed, essential self that exists
independently of time or experience. Unlike traditional philosophies that
posit an unchanging core or soul, Sartre sees the self as a project that is
constantly being created and recreated through conscious activity. For
Sartre:

- The self is not a substance but an act of consciousness.

- It is not given but constructed moment by moment.

— There is no underlying essence that defines who we are outside of our
choices and actions.

This rejection stems from Sartre's existentialist commitment to radical
freedom. Since humans are "condemned to be free," they bear full
responsibility for shaping their identity through their ongoing choices,
rather than discovering a pre—-existing self.

The Self as a Project, Not a Substance

According to Sartre, the self is akin to a project—a continuous effort to
define oneself. This process involves:

— Negation and Affirmation: We negate certain possibilities and affirm
others, thus shaping our identity.



— Authentic Engagement: Living authentically involves acknowledging the
fluidity of the self and making conscious choices.

- The self is fluid and contingent, changing with each decision and
experience.

This view emphasizes that our sense of identity is not static but dynamically
constructed through our engagement with the world.

The Now: The Only Reality in Sartre’s
Philosophy

Living in the Present Moment

For Sartre, the present moment is the only true reality of our existence.
Past and future are mental constructs, memories, and projections that do not
have concrete existence outside of consciousness. The key points include:

— The past is remembered but no longer exists; it is receding into memory.
— The future is a horizon of possibilities but not yet realized.

— The present is where consciousness actualizes itself.

In this sense, being fully present is essential to authentic existence.

Sartre encourages embracing the "now" as the site where freedom manifests and
where the self is constantly being constituted.

The Temporality of Human Existence

Sartre’s concept of temporality underscores that:

— Human existence is fundamentally temporal but not anchored in a fixed self
across time.

— Our being-toward-death accentuates the importance of the present, as life
is finite and fleeting.

— The present is the point of actualization for our freedom and projects.

This perspective aligns with his idea that existence precedes essence—we
define ourselves through our actions in the immediacy of the present.

The Eternal Within the Now

The Concept of the Eternal in Sartre’s Thought

While Sartre emphasizes the transient nature of the self, he also introduces



a notion of "the eternal" within the now. This does not refer to an
unchanging soul but to:

— The timelessness of consciousness in a specific moment.
— The perpetual presence of freedom that exists in each instant.
— The idea that authenticity and self-creation happen in the eternal now.

In Sartre's view, each present moment contains within it an eternal
dimension—a space where the self, as a conscious being, exists infinitely by
virtue of being fully present and aware.

Implications of the Eternal Now

The recognition of this eternal aspect implies that:

— Every moment is full of potential and meaning.

— Authenticity requires living fully in the present, acknowledging this
eternal dimension.

— The transient self is connected to a timeless consciousness that transcends
the mere passage of time.

This conception elevates the present as the site of immortality—not in a
literal sense, but as the eternal presence of consciousness and freedom.

Philosophical Implications of Sartre’s View on
Self and Time

Freedom and Responsibility

Sartre’s denial of a fixed self underscores the radical freedom individuals
possess. Since the self is continually being created in the present, each
person bears full responsibility for their identity and actions.

- Freedom is absolute; there are no predetermined essences.
— Responsibility is inescapable because the self is self-made in each moment.
— Living authentically requires conscious engagement with the present.

Authenticity and Living in the Now

Authentic existence, according to Sartre, involves:

— Recognizing the fluidity of the self.

— Embracing freedom to choose and redefine oneself.

- Avoiding bad faith—the denial of freedom and responsibility by clinging to
fixed identities.

Living in the now allows individuals to escape the illusions of permanence
and embrace the eternal potential within each moment.



Existence as a Continuous Becoming

Sartre’s philosophy encourages us to see ourselves as becoming, not being.
The self:

— Has no fixed essence to attain.
- Is always in the process of becoming through choices.
— Finds meaning in the ongoing act of self-creation.

This view fosters a sense of agency and hope, emphasizing that the future is
open-ended and shaped by present actions.

Conclusion: Embracing the Now and the Eternal

Sartre’s assertion that there is no self that exists through time but only in
the now, where the eternal resides, offers a transformative perspective on
human existence. It urges us to live fully in each moment, recognizing that
our true power lies in the present act of choosing and creating ourselves. By
understanding that the self is a dynamic process rooted in the now, we can
attain a deeper sense of authenticity, freedom, and meaning.

This philosophy challenges us to reject notions of fixed identities and to
see each present moment as an opportunity for infinite self-creation. In
doing so, we realize that the eternal is not separate from us but embedded
within every instant, waiting to be discovered through conscious engagement.
Embracing this view transforms our understanding of time, self, and
existence—moving us toward a life that is fully lived in the now and aware of
the eternal within.
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Frequently Asked Questions

How does Sartre's view challenge traditional notions
of a continuous self over time?

Sartre argues that the self does not exist as a static, continuous entity
through time; instead, the self is defined solely by the present moment (the
'now'), emphasizing that existence is fundamentally tied to immediate
experience rather than a persistent identity.

What does Sartre mean by 'In the Now, the Eternal' in
his philosophy?

Sartre suggests that the only true reality is the present moment, which
contains the eternal aspect of existence. The 'eternal' here refers to the



timeless, unchanging significance of the current 'now,' where existence is
fully realized.

How does Sartre's concept of the absence of a
persistent self relate to existential freedom?

Since there is no fixed self through time, individuals are entirely
responsible for defining themselves in each present moment, making
existential freedom a continuous act of choosing and creating oneself in the
'now."'

In what way does Sartre's view influence our
understanding of personal identity?

Sartre's perspective implies that personal identity isn't a stable, enduring
core but is instead constructed through our ongoing actions and choices in
each present moment, emphasizing fluidity over permanence.

How can Sartre's idea that 'There is only the Now'
impact our approach to living authentically?

Recognizing that only the present matters encourages us to focus on authentic
engagement with the current moment, making conscious choices that define our
existence rather than relying on a fixed sense of self rooted in the past or
future.

Additional Resources
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Jean—-Paul Sartre, one of the most influential existentialist philosophers of
the 20th century, challenges traditional notions of selfhood and personal
identity by asserting that there is no enduring self persisting through time.
Instead, Sartre emphasizes the primacy of the present moment—the "Now"—as the
only truly existent reality, and within it, an eternal aspect emerges. This
perspective profoundly impacts how we understand consciousness, freedom, and
individuality. This article explores Sartre's view on the self's temporality,
its philosophical underpinnings, implications, and how it contrasts with
other philosophical theories of personal identity.

Sartre’s Ontology of the Self: The Rejection of
a Persisting Self

The Traditional View of Personal Identity

Historically, many philosophical traditions have posited that the self is an



enduring substance—something that persists through time despite changing
circumstances. This "constant" self provides continuity, stability, and a
sense of individual identity. For instance, in Cartesian dualism, the
"thinking thing" (res cogitans) is seen as an unchanging core of selfhood.
Similarly, psychological continuity theories suggest that a person remains
the same over time because of memories, personality, or psychological
connections.

Sartre’s Rejection of a Persistent Self

Sartre fundamentally rejects this notion. In his seminal work, Being and
Nothingness, he contends that the self is not a static entity but a dynamic
process—an ongoing project of consciousness. According to Sartre:

— The self is not a substance that exists independently of consciousness.
— There is no pre-existing core or essence that persists through time.

- Instead, the self is constituted moment by moment through acts of
consciousness.

He describes consciousness as intentional, meaning it is always directed
toward something—objects, other people, or even itself. This intentionality
implies that the self is essentially a series of acts rather than a singular,
unchanging entity.

Key Point: For Sartre, the self is nothing in itself—an ongoing project, a
series of acts that give rise to the illusion of a continuous identity.

The Now as the Only Reality: Presentism and
Existentialism

The Primacy of the Present Moment

Sartre’s philosophy is rooted in presentism—the idea that only the present
("Now") exists as a concrete reality. Past and future are not real in the
same sense; they are modes of consciousness or projections.

In Sartre's view:

— The past is a memory or a record, but it no longer exists as an active,
immediate reality.

— The future is an anticipation or project, but it has not yet manifested.
— The Now is an active, lived experience—the only moment in which
consciousness truly exists and acts.

This focus on the Now aligns with Sartre’s existentialist emphasis on
authenticity and freedom—the idea that individuals must confront and create
themselves in the immediacy of the present.



The Existentialist Emphasis on Choice and Action

In the present, human beings are free to make choices, define themselves, and
act. Since the self is not a pre—-given entity but a project in the Now, each
moment involves possibility:

— The self is self-made through acts of will.

— Identity is fluid and constructed in real-time.

— There is no underlying essence dictating what one "really" is; instead, the
self is what it does.

This perspective underscores the responsibility of individuals for their
actions, as they are constantly creating their selves anew.

The Eternal in the Now: The Imprint of the
Infinite

The Concept of the Eternal in Sartre’s Philosophy

While Sartre emphasizes the finiteness of the self's existence, he also
alludes to an eternal aspect embedded in the Now. This "eternal" is not a
timeless, unchanging substance but rather an immense, infinite presence
within each moment of conscious experience.

Sartre writes that in each Now, there is an eternal element—an intensity of
consciousness that transcends the temporal flow. This is because:

- In the act of consciousness, one transcends the immediacy of the physical
world.

— The act of being aware involves a kind of timelessness—a moment that is
both fleeting and infinite in its immediacy.

The "eternal" in the Now is thus an instantaneous, infinite presence—a point
where time ceases to have the usual flow, and consciousness exists in a kind
of timeless fullness.

Implications of the Eternal in Sartre’s View

This conception implies that:

- Every Now contains an eternal aspect—an unbounded, infinite presence of
consciousness.

- The self is not a static entity but perpetually renewed in each moment,
which holds an eternal significance.

— The meaning of existence is found in these eternal moments of conscious
activity.

In essence, Sartre suggests that within each Now, there is an eternal
dimension—an aspect of consciousness that is timeless and immortal in its



immediacy, reinforcing the idea that the self is a series of eternal 'nows'
rather than a static entity enduring through time.

Philosophical and Practical Consequences of
Sartre’'s View

Implications for Personal Identity and Authenticity

Sartre’s rejection of a persistent self radically alters how we understand
personal identity:

— Fluidity of Identity: Since the self is constructed moment by moment,
identity is fluid rather than fixed.

— Responsibility: Individuals are responsible for continuously shaping their
selves through choices and actions.

— Authenticity: Living authentically involves embracing the present and
creating oneself in each Now, rather than clinging to a static identity or
past.

Freedom and Anxiety

The absence of a pre-existing self entails that:

— Individuals are radically free—they define themselves through their acts.
— This freedom can lead to anguish or anxiety, as there is no core self to
hide behind—each person bears full responsibility for their existence.

- Recognizing the ephemeral nature of the self fosters a sense of urgency to
live authentically and meaningfully.

Ethical and Existential Practice

Sartre’s focus on the Now and eternal moments encourages:

— Active engagement with life.

— Conscious choices that reflect one's authentic self.

- Avoidance of bad faith, or self-deception, which involves denying the
freedom and responsibility inherent in each moment.

Contrasts with Other Philosophical Theories of
Self and Time



Hume and Psychological Continuity

David Hume argued that the self is a bundle of perceptions—a collection of
transient experiences without any fixed core. Sartre’s view aligns with this,
emphasizing the momentary and constructed nature of selfhood.

Locke and Personal Identity over Time

John Locke proposed that personal identity persists through memory. Sartre
challenges this by denying that memory alone constitutes the self; instead,
identity 1is created anew in each Now, not retained through memories.

Buddhist and Eastern Perspectives

Many Eastern philosophies, like Buddhism, advocate for the non-self (anatta),
which resonates with Sartre’s view that there is no unchanging self. Both
perspectives emphasize the impermanence of all phenomena, including personal
identity.

Conclusion: The Eternal Now and the Self’s
Transience

Sartre’s philosophy offers a compelling reimagining of human existence. By
asserting that there is no self that exists through time, but rather that the
Now is the only reality, and within it, an eternal aspect resides, he invites
us to see ourselves as beings—-in-becoming—forever creating, recreating, and
existing in the immediate present.

This perspective underscores personal responsibility, authenticity, and the
profound freedom inherent in each moment. It challenges us to live fully in
the present, recognizing that the self’s true eternity is found not in some
unchanging core but in the timeless immediacy of conscious experience—the
eternal in the Now.

In embracing this view, we acknowledge that our existence is a series of
fleeting yet infinitely significant moments—each suffused with an eternal
presence—offering both a philosophical insight and a call to live consciously
and authentically in each Now.
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