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Abstract
This paper examines the philosophical foundations and evolution of Existentialism, a modern movement
that emphasizes individual freedom, self-determination, and human responsibility. It explores how
existentialist thinkers such as Soren Kierkegaard, Friedrich Nietzsche, Martin Heidegger, and Jean-Paul
Sartre redefined the relationship between existence and essence, replacing divine determinism with human
choice. The study also highlights the contradictions between individual and collective freedom, the tension
between rationalism and faith, and the ideological conflict between EXxistentialism and Marxism. It
concludes that while Existentialism deepened human understanding of freedom and authenticity, its
excessive focus on individualism limited its transformative and social potential.
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Background / Introduction

Existentialism emerged as a major philosophical movement in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries in response to the decline of religious authority and the crisis of human
meaning in modern Europe. The aftermath of the industrial and world wars intensified the sense
of alienation, despair, and loss of faith in traditional values. In this context, philosophers such as
Seren Kierkegaard and Friedrich Nietzsche introduced new ideas emphasizing personal freedom
and the subjective creation of meaning. Later, Martin Heidegger and Jean-Paul Sartre developed
these ideas into a comprehensive doctrine focusing on human autonomy, moral responsibility, and
the quest for authenticity. Existentialism thus became both a philosophy of human existence and a
critique of modern civilization, influencing literature, psychology, and political thought throughout
the twentieth century.

Existentialism is a modern philosophical movement that emphasizes the freedom and autonomy
of the individual. The term was first introduced by the French Catholic philosopher Gabriel Marcel
in 1940; however, it was Jean-Paul Sartre who, in 1945, presented it as a comprehensive
philosophical doctrine and an intellectual movement. The foundation of existentialism rests on the
notion that existence precedes essence—that is, a human being exists first, and only later defines
his or her essence through actions, thoughts, and lived experiences.

The roots of existentialism can be traced to the nineteenth-century philosophers Seren Kierkegaard
and Friedrich Nietzsche. Kierkegaard, working within a religious framework, gave central
importance to individuality and the inner experiences of the self, whereas Nietzsche challenged
traditional religious and moral systems and proposed the concept of the Ubermensch (Superman).
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Both philosophers advanced the idea that human beings must become the creators of their own
lives and should not remain subject to any external authority or predetermined destiny.
In the twentieth century, Martin Heidegger and Jean-Paul Sartre further developed existentialist
thought. Heidegger’s seminal work Being and Time offered a profound exploration of the concept
of being, asserting that humans are not born into the world as purposeless entities but must discover
their own reality through authentic existence. Sartre, on the other hand, in his essay Existentialism
is @ Humanism, made it clear that man is the creator of his own destiny and must accept full
responsibility for his choices and actions.
Fundamental Principles of Existentialism
1. Existence Precedes Essence
The most fundamental principle of existentialism asserts that a person’s nature or destiny is not
predetermined; rather, individuals define themselves through their own actions and choices. This
concept implies that human life and its meaning are not prewritten—each individual determines
the purpose of their life through personal decisions and lived experiences. According to Jean-Paul
Sartre, man is not merely a biological entity but a free and autonomous being who constructs his
own identity through conscious choices.
This concept forms the foundation of existentialist philosophy and distinguishes it from traditional
schools of thought, which maintain that human essence is fixed and predetermined. Classical
philosophers such as Aristotle and Plato argued that everything in the universe has an inherent
essence that defines its purpose. Existentialism, however, rejects this notion, claiming that human
beings create meaning through their freedom to choose and are not bound by any external ideology,
divine plan, or universal essence.
2. Freedom and Responsibility
In existentialism, the individual is granted complete freedom to shape his or her own destiny. This
freedom not only endows a person with creative power but also imposes a profound moral
responsibility, as every decision and action reflects the essence of one’s own being. As Jean-Paul
Sartre aptly stated,

“Man is nothing else but what he makes of himself.”
This principle gives rise to a philosophy that celebrates human freedom and autonomy while
simultaneously reminding us that we must bear full responsibility for the consequences of our
choices.
Freedom, within the existentialist framework, occupies a central position because it grants
individuals absolute self-determination. However, this very freedom is inseparable from
responsibility. Every human being has the right to make personal choices, yet must also endure the
consequences of those decisions.
According to existentialist thinkers, freedom is not merely a gift—it is also a burden, for it compels
individuals to make conscious decisions about every aspect of their existence. Seren Kierkegaard
observed that when a person becomes fully aware of his freedom, he inevitably encounters a state
of existential angst or anxiety. This anxiety arises from the realization that every act, decision, and
reaction has direct implications for one’s life and identity.
Jean-Paul Sartre deepened this concept by arguing that since there exists no absolute truth or divine
plan, the individual must create his or her own reality and define a personal destiny. This radical
freedom can be terrifying, for it renders the individual solely responsible for both success and
failure, compelling one to make life’s decisions independently.
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Sartre maintained that a person who refuses to exercise freedom and instead lives according to the
norms and expectations dictated by others leads an inauthentic existence. Conversely, one who
accepts responsibility and consciously makes personal choices embodies an authentic existence.
Authenticity, therefore, is the ultimate expression of existential freedom—an affirmation of one’s
individuality through deliberate, self-directed living.

3. The Meaninglessness of Life

This principle teaches that true human freedom is realized only when one takes full control of one’s
life and accepts complete responsibility for all outcomes—whether positive or negative.
According to existentialist philosophers, human beings are not born with any predetermined
purpose; rather, they must discover or create the meaning of their existence through personal
experience. Since there is no ultimate truth or absolute purpose in the universe, each individual
must construct meaning through one’s own emotions, choices, and conscious actions.

Albert Camus, in his philosophy of Absurdism, explored this idea in depth, arguing that life
inherently lacks meaning, and this realization gives rise to anxiety and unease. However, he also
proposed that this very confrontation with meaninglessness can lead to authentic freedom. Camus
suggested that individuals must create their own values and construct personal meaning rather than
conform to external ideologies or imposed doctrines.

For Camus, accepting absurdity is the first step toward genuine liberty. He insisted that instead of
seeking a divine or external purpose, individuals should define their goals in alignment with their
own experiences and priorities. His famous allegory, “The Myth of Sisyphus,” perfectly illustrates
this notion. In the myth, Sisyphus is condemned to roll a boulder up a mountain endlessly, only for
it to roll back down each time. Despite the futility of the task, Sisyphus embraces his labor with
joy. This symbolizes that even in a meaningless world, one can create personal meaning through
persistence, acceptance, and self-defined purpose.

Thus, existentialism urges human beings not to await a preordained meaning, but to actively
construct it through engagement with life itself.

4. Anxiety and Dread (Existential Angst)

Seren Kierkegaard and Martin Heidegger both emphasized that awareness of one’s absolute
freedom inevitably leads to a state of anxiety and dread. This existential anxiety arises when an
individual recognizes the immense responsibility of being solely accountable for one’s destiny.
Every decision, no matter how small, holds unpredictable consequences, and this realization
generates fear and uncertainty.

Heidegger termed this state “Existential Angst”, describing it not as a mere psychological
condition but as a profound philosophical awareness. This anxiety, according to him, is an essential
part of the human condition because it exposes the individual to the raw truth of existence —
particularly the awareness of mortality and finitude.

When a person becomes conscious of their transient nature and the inevitability of death, they
experience deep existential anxiety. Yet Heidegger considered this awareness to be a necessary and
transformative state. It compels individuals to confront the reality of existence and to strive toward
a meaningful and authentic life.

Existential anxiety, therefore, is not simply despair—it is an awakening. It forces the individual to
recognize that freedom entails uncertainty, and that living authentically requires courage to act
despite that uncertainty.
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Kierkegaard’s Concept of Anxiety and Freedom
According to Seren Kierkegaard, the awareness of freedom gives rise to two distinct psychological
states:

1. Dread: This occurs when an individual realizes that they possess absolute freedom to make
their own choices without any external restriction. This recognition often generates fear, as
one becomes conscious of the limitless possibilities of action.

2. Angst (Anxiety): This state emerges when a person becomes aware of the immense
responsibility that accompanies freedom — the understanding that every choice carries
consequences.

Although initially painful, existentialism views this anxiety as a transformative experience. It
propels individuals toward self-awareness and self-realization, compelling them to assume
responsibility for their lives and to seek a deeper understanding of their own existence.

Major Existentialist Thinkers and Their Theories

Seren Kierkegaard (1813—-1855)

Seren Kierkegaard is regarded as the founding figure of existentialist philosophy. Primarily a
religious existentialist, he emphasized individuality and the inner, subjective experiences of the
human self. In his seminal work The Concept of Dread (1844), Kierkegaard linked dread directly
with the notion of freedom of action, arguing that when humans realize their complete freedom,
they become anxious about the possibilities that freedom entails.

Among his other major works are Either/Or and Fear and Trembling, in which he explored the
relationship between faith, choice, and personal commitment. Kierkegaard asserted that
individuals must make their own life decisions and that the search for truth, particularly in the
religious sense, is an intensely personal and subjective journey. Relying on external authorities or
societal norms, he argued, weakens the authenticity of one’s faith and existence.

Kierkegaard also believed that uncertainty and anxiety are essential components of human identity.
Rather than being obstacles, they are necessary stages in the process of self-realization. It is
through the confrontation with dread and anxiety, he maintained, that a person attains true
authenticity and selthood.

Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900)

Friedrich Nietzsche rejected traditional religious doctrines and famously declared that “God is
dead.” By this, he did not merely suggest atheism but emphasized that the foundations of Western
moral and religious systems had lost their vitality in the modern age. Nietzsche argued that all
values are human creations, historically and culturally produced, and that blind faith in inherited
beliefs hinders personal growth and creativity.

At the center of Nietzsche’s philosophy stands the concept of the Ubermensch (Overman or
Superman), an individual who transcends conventional morality and creates meaning
independently of external authorities. The Ubermensch embodies the ideal of a self-creating being,
free from herd mentality and traditional ethical constraints.

Nietzsche also advanced the doctrine of moral relativism, contending that traditional morality was
designed to control the weak and suppress individual potential. He introduced the idea of the Will
to Power, describing it as the fundamental driving force of human nature — the instinct to grow,
dominate, and actualize one’s creative potential.

In Nietzsche’s view, the Will to Power is not simply a desire for dominance but a creative energy
that propels humanity toward higher forms of existence. Through this will, individuals can
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overcome nihilism and assert their freedom by constructing their own moral and existential
frameworks.

Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900)

Nietzsche’s major philosophical works include Thus Spoke Zarathustra, On the Genealogy of
Morality, and Twilight of the Idols. In these writings, he urged humanity to create its own destiny
and to give meaning to life independently of divine or external authority. Nietzsche rejected
metaphysical and theological explanations of human purpose, advocating instead for a self-
determined life founded on creativity, strength, and the will to overcome limitations. His
philosophy inspired generations of thinkers to question established moral orders and embrace the
courage of individual existence.

Karl Jaspers (1883-1969)

Karl Jaspers, a German philosopher and psychiatrist, believed that true consciousness could only
be achieved through the experience of an existential crisis. He regarded human life as a continuous
process of evolution in which the individual learns, grows, and moves toward an understanding of
transcendence and the divine.

Jaspers emphasized that it is only when individuals confront life’s boundary situations—such as
suffering, conflict, guilt, or death—that they come to grasp their authentic being. For him, these
experiences were not merely psychological but spiritual opportunities for self-transcendence,
leading a person toward a deeper awareness of God and existence itself.

Gabriel Marcel (1889-1973)

Gabriel Marcel was a Christian existentialist who focused on the spiritual dimension of human
existence. He argued that human beings cannot be studied as mere objects; rather, they must be
understood through their inner spiritual and emotional experiences.

Marcel emphasized the importance of faith, hope, love, and interpersonal relationships as means
to overcome alienation in the modern world. He maintained that the human self is not an isolated
entity but one that finds meaning in communion—with others and with God. Thus, for Marcel,
existence was essentially relational and spiritual, in contrast to the purely atheistic existentialism
of Sartre.

Martin Heidegger (1889-1976)

In his monumental work Being and Time (1927), Martin Heidegger provided a profound analysis
of the concept of Being (Dasein). According to him, while all things in the world exis¢, only human
beings are capable of understanding the meaning of their existence.

Heidegger proposed that humans are “thrown into the world” (Geworfenheit) without
predetermined purpose or meaning and must discover their essence through conscious engagement
with life. He argued that the awareness of death—being-toward-death—is a central aspect of
human existence, compelling individuals to confront the authentic reality of their finitude.
Heidegger’s thought shifted existentialism from a psychological and moral concern to a
fundamentally ontological inquiry, focusing on what it means “to be.”

Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980)

Jean-Paul Sartre transformed existentialism into a comprehensive and practical philosophical
movement. His famous lecture, Existentialism is a Humanism (1945), popularized the idea that
“Man is nothing else but what he makes of himself.”

Sartre asserted that since God does not exist, human beings are completely free and wholly
responsible for their actions. This freedom, while liberating, is also the source of existential
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anxiety, for it means that individuals cannot rely on external values or divine plans to justify their
choices.

For Sartre, authentic existence arises only when a person accepts this radical freedom and takes
responsibility for constructing personal meaning. He criticized those who lived according to
societal conventions as leading an “inauthentic existence”, enslaved by external expectations
rather than personal conviction.

Existentialism and Modern Human Thought

Existentialism profoundly influenced 20th-century literature, philosophy, and psychology. The
movement deepened discussions of inner human conditions such as despair, alienation, anxiety,
and freedom. Its philosophical spirit is vividly reflected in the works of writers like Fyodor
Dostoevsky, Franz Kafka, Albert Camus, and Samuel Beckett, who depicted characters struggling
with meaninglessness and the search for authentic identity.

Existentialism reshaped modern intellectual thought by centering the individual as a creator of
meaning in an indifferent or absurd universe. It encouraged the reexamination of morality, religion,
and social systems through the lens of personal choice and responsibility.

A Critical Evaluation of Existentialism

In the historical evolution of human thought, the French Revolution marked a significant turning
point—a beacon of liberation against feudal oppression. Its intellectual aftermath, particularly the
revolutionary doctrines of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, urged humanity to take control of its
own destiny through rational action rather than divine fate.

When humanity chose fadbeer (human effort) over tagdeer (predestined fate), it initiated a
transformation toward self-determination and social emancipation. However, this shift provoked
opposition from the capitalist elite and intellectual defenders of the status quo, who sought to
discredit and suppress revolutionary ideas.

History, however, cannot be halted or reshaped by the preferences of ruling or exploitative classes.
The objective process of historical evolution continues regardless of human desire.As one
philosopher notes:

“The theories of evolution and progress have taught mankind that man is not a passive prisoner
of fate, but an active agent of advancement, and that human civilization is perpetually moving
forward on the path of development.”

Existentialism as a Reactionary Counter-Current to Marxist Thought

As Marxist teachings advanced intellectually and practically, reactionary forces—unable to halt
their influence—began to propagate alternative ideologies, slogans, and philosophical movements
across various disciplines. Within the realm of knowledge and literature, one of these ideological
responses was the Existentialist movement. Alongside it emerged a range of trends—Anarchism,
Liberalism, Modernism, Non-violence, and Secular Humanism—which, under the influence of
thinkers such as Sigmund Freud, promoted secularism and individual freedom on one hand, yet
paradoxically upheld class hierarchies and exploitative systems on the other.

Similarly, deviationist elements within socialism, such as Social Democrats, the Fabian Society,
and followers of Leon Trotsky, either deliberately or inadvertently aided imperialist and capitalist
structures while weakening revolutionary and national resistance movements. It must be noted that
advocates of secularism, modernism, and bourgeois revolutionism across the world have
consistently stood united in their hostility toward oppressed nations and popular liberation
struggles.
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Even leaders of so-called humanitarian and non-violent movements—such as Mahatma Gandhi
and Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru—after attaining political power, preserved the Brahminical
dominance of Indian society by keeping the Shudra and Dalit classes subjugated. This enduring
caste hierarchy remains a dark stain on the fabric of Indian non-violence.

Just as those who wave the red flag often become its fiercest opponents, similarly, in developing
or underdeveloped countries like Pakistan, the custodians of exploitative systems—feudal
landlords, capitalists, and tribal elites—masquerade as champions of democracy and social reform.
Yet, in practice, they align with reactionary religious and conservative forces to protect their
personal and class-based interests, thereby preserving the existing socio-economic order.
Existentialism: A Philosophical Form of Skepticism and Abstraction

Philosophically, Existentialism represents an advanced form of skepticism, abstraction, and
nihilism. In Europe, Seren Kierkegaard (1813—1855) was the first to shape this as a distinct
intellectual tendency. Fundamentally conservative in orientation, Kierkegaard propagated the
meaninglessness of life, which, in turn, weakened revolutionary impulses against the existing
system. For the emerging generations of capitalist societies, this philosophy provided a convenient
ideological refuge—a form of intellectual escapism from social struggle. Consequently, the
capitalist world actively nurtured and institutionalized Existentialism as a philosophical alternative
to Marxism.

Later, thinkers such as Friedrich Nietzsche, Martin Heidegger, Karl Jaspers, Gabriel Marcel,
Fyodor Dostoevsky, and Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980) further expanded and popularized
existentialist ideas, presenting them as a distinct school of thought and, implicitly, as an ideological
counterpoint to Marxism.

Through figures like Albert Camus and Franz Kafka, existentialist philosophy left a lasting imprint
on modern literature and art, embedding its themes of alienation, absurdity, and despair deep within
the artistic consciousness of the twentieth century.

Jean-Paul Sartre: Between Existentialism and Revolution

Jean-Paul Sartre attempted to shape his own version of existentialism and sought to distinguish
himself from earlier existentialist philosophers by adopting a more progressive and activist stance.
Unlike purely contemplative existentialists, Sartre aligned himself with global anti-imperialist and
liberation movements, including those in Vietnam, Cuba, and Algeria.

His commitment to freedom extended beyond philosophical discourse into active resistance
against colonial oppression. As one commentator observes:

“Sartre s opposition to imperialism was not confined to foreign lands. He consistently supported
Algerian freedom fighters against the cruelty and violence of his own compatriots, the French
colonial forces. He even went so far as to call upon French soldiers stationed in Algeria to
abandon their duties and refuse participation in acts of oppression.”

Through such actions, Sartre bridged the gap between philosophical humanism and political
activism, illustrating that existential freedom could become a tool for social and moral resistance

rather than an instrument of individual despair or detachment.

Sartre’s support for oppressed nations, his struggle to reconcile objectivity and subjectivity, his
opposition to imperialism, and his eventual rejection of both religious and dualist existentialism,
combined with his refusal to accept the Nobel Prize and his partial acknowledgment of dialectical
materialism, all contributed to deep divisions within the existentialist movement. These internal
rifts weakened the unity of existentialist thought, leading to its eventual decline.
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As existentialism began to lose coherence, nationalism and communism gained renewed
intellectual and political strength. The existentialist school became fragmented, characterized by
more divergences than commonalities among its thinkers. Indeed, the movement never achieved
consensus even on a single, universally accepted definition of existentialism. As one scholar aptly
notes:

“Defining existentialism is not only difficult but also contrary to the existentialist viewpoint
itself, for to define something is to express its ‘essence,’ while existentialism refuses to accept any
pre-defined essence of human nature.” (3)

Existentialism or “Maujoodiyat”: The Linguistic Debate

In the South Asian context, Ali Abbas Jalalpuri pointed out an important terminological inaccuracy
in the Urdu translation of the term Existentialism. He argued that the correct rendering should be
“Maujoodiyat” rather than “Wujoodiyat.”

“Some people have translated Existentialism as Wujoodiyat, which is incorrect. Being translates
to Wujood, while Existent translates to Maujood. Moreover, in our philosophical tradition,
Wujoodiyat is often associated with the Sufi doctrine of Wahdat al-Wujood (Unity of Being),

whose followers were called Wujoodi or Wujoodiya. Therefore, the term Maujoodiyat would be

more accurate in expressing the philosophical intent of Existentialism.”
This linguistic distinction highlights how existentialism’s philosophical import was often
misinterpreted in Eastern discourse, especially when conflated with mystical or metaphysical
notions.
Core Assumptions of Existentialist Philosophy
The existentialist movement rests on three foundational assumptions:
1. Human reason is limited — it cannot offer a comprehensive or universal solution to life’s
fundamental problems.
2. Man, having become separated from absolute truth, is trapped in a constant state of anguish
and anxiety.
3. There is a fundamental disharmony between man and nature, resulting in an ongoing sense
of meaninglessness; sorrow and despair, therefore, are permanent tendencies in human life.
These premises reflect existentialism’s skepticism toward both rationalism and metaphysical
certainty, portraying human existence as isolated, finite, and burdened by choice.
The Age of Reason and the Limits of Existential Thought
The twentieth century is often hailed as the age of human intellectual and scientific advancement,
a period that celebrated the supremacy of human reason. The progress of philosophy, science, and
the humanities transformed rational thought into a universal paradigm of verification and truth.
In contrast, existentialist thinkers sought to diminish the role of reason, presenting it as limited and
inadequate for understanding the complexities of human existence. Yet, paradoxically, their own
philosophical inquiries—whether accepting or rejecting religious, ethical, or metaphysical
postulates—relied upon rational analysis as the very measure of truth.
Thus, while existentialists questioned the sufficiency of human reason, they could not escape
employing it as their principal tool of inquiry. This inherent contradiction between existentialist
doubt and the unavoidable use of reason became one of the central weaknesses of the movement.
Ultimately, existentialism’s emphasis on individual despair and its rejection of collective and
material realities made it less relevant in a century that increasingly valued scientific rationality,
social justice, and collective human progress.
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The Contradictions within Sartre’s Existentialism

According to Jean-Paul Sartre, existence precedes essence—a foundational principle of existential
philosophy. However, in his interpretation of human existence, Sartre modifies this principle in a
manner that contradicts the laws of material motion and dialectical development. By detaching
human existence entirely from its essence, Sartre inadvertently empties life of objective meaning
and elevates the individual above society.

This inversion—placing the individual over the collective—ultimately serves the interests of the
capitalist order, which thrives on alienation and individualism. In such a framework,
existentialism, despite its rhetoric of freedom, becomes a philosophy of isolation, discouraging
collective struggle and weakening the movement for social and economic emancipation.

By presenting social transformation and collective struggle as threats to individual freedom,
existentialist thought implicitly aligns with forces that sustain exploitation and preserve the status
quo. Thus, the existentialist call for “freedom of the individual” paradoxically functions as a
philosophical shield for capitalist structures, diverting humanity’s focus from collective change to
personal introspection.

As one critic insightfully observes:

“Great personalities attain greatness because they walk alongside the people of their time—
sharing their ideas, desires, and aspirations. They succeed only when they align themselves with
the collective will of society. History is shaped not by isolated individuals but through the
combined intellectual and physical efforts of entire communities.”

Conclusion

Existentialism, at its core, is a philosophy that emphasizes human consciousness, freedom, and
individual responsibility. It teaches that life has no predetermined meaning; rather, man must create
meaning through his own choices and actions.

For philosophers such as Jean-Paul Sartre, Seren Kierkegaard, Friedrich Nietzsche, Martin
Heidegger, and others, the resolution to life’s existential dilemmas lies in self-awareness,
intellectual reflection, and personal effort. Each of them, despite their differences, shared a
commitment to exploring the human condition—its despair, its freedom, and its search for
authenticity.

Yet, the existentialist movement’s internal contradictions—between subjectivity and material
reality, between individual freedom and collective responsibility—Ilimited its transformative
potential. While existentialism deepened the philosophical understanding of personal freedom and
human anxiety, it often failed to address the structural and social dimensions of human existence
that Marxist and humanist thinkers considered vital.

In the broader trajectory of modern thought, existentialism remains both a rebellion against
metaphysical determinism and a reflection of the alienation of modern man. It invites humanity to
confront the void, to question authority, and to construct meaning where none is given. However,
its true philosophical contribution lies not in negating reason or society, but in reminding us that
freedom is meaningful only when it contributes to the collective progress of humankind.
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