


Existentialism 
and Jean Paul Sartre 

 
The Author of “The World Book of 
Happiness” 4Fs (Food, Fight, Flight and F***) 
are the four animalistic ways of happiness. He 
adds, more civilized ways are through Art, 
Music, Dance, Theatre, Films, Social 
Relations, Professional Achievements, Money, 
Social Status, Religion, Spirituality and some 
good life choices. 

Man is a social animal, who wants to live a 
happy and meaningful life.  Therefore, it is 
only natural for humans to seek more 
happiness and a more meaningful life, a life 
well lived. And for this very reason, thinkers 
across the centuries have studied human 
behaviour and presented new and evolved 
social ideas and philosophical solutions, to a 
happier and more meaningful life journey.   

Existentialism is one such set of 
philosophical belief or consciousness which 
is a pursuit of self-created essence of life.  
But to understand philosophy of 
existentialism, first it is important to 
understand Essentialism, just like one needs to 
understand the darkness for light. 

Essentialism says essence precedes life.  

But what is “Essence”? 
Essence is causative idea, an inherent 
permanent property without which a 
object/person cease to exist. For example: A 
Pen, its essence is “to write”, is essence of the 
object Pen. Pen is made to write, if there was 
no purpose of writing, pen would not have 
existed. 

This idea that there is “Essence” that 
precedes every human life comes largely 
from Religions.  Religious text believes and 
preaches that world is governed by a Supreme 
force. And that we are children of the God, 
send to this world with a purpose, with a 
destiny or objective or goal.  We are invited 

into this world through divine calling through 
blessings and prayers of God.  It is our 
responsibility to read, understand and repeat 
the meaning of our lives written in religious 
books by God.  

Ancient Schools of Greek Philosophy, such 
as Plato and Aristotle also said that every 
human is born with an essence, which makes 
him a human being, that our life is work of 
divinity. Quotations like God has a plan for 
each one of us. Purpose of life is to be useful 
to others, serve mankind etc. 

In Indian Context, Vedas also clearly teach 
about purpose of life – Dharma, Artha, Kaam 
and Moksha.  They consider life to be a cyclic, 
continued journey of birth and rebirth.  
Astrology an integral part of Hindu way of 
living claims that our date and time of birth 
determines our divine purpose of life, our 
actions, will of God and pending karmas of 
past life. Mahabharata and Ramayana full of 
stories such as birth and rebirth for predefined 
purpose/objective of every life.  

 
Problems with Essentialism 
First problem is that when meaning, 
function or utility of one’s life is granted by 
external social or religious authority then 
clearly you have given away your freedom 
of life to them.  You are dependent on them 
for approvals and validations.  Authority will 
control you and say that your existence is to 
serve the society and therefore you must 
submit and follow, obediently.  You are born 
for them.  You were born to serve them, you 
must live to serve society and you must die to 
serve them, without questions.  Further, for 
your optimum utilization or usefulness society 
or greater good, Society owns the power to 
control and manipulate you.  In such life, 
individual lives only to serve the given 
instructions with a herd mentality.  He is 
helping rich get richer, helping the powerful 
get more powerful and in the process hopes to 
get some benefits trickling down to him. 



Secondly the ideas of a successful life, a 
happy and meaningful life established by the 
society are created with vested interests.  Even 
if you become successful by social standards 
and social approvals, there is a price of 
success, which is the richness of life.  In spite 
of this price, success does not give happiness 
and meaning as per the expectations.  If you 
are partly successful or unsuccessful in these 
socially defined standards, your life will be 
judged as miserable and poor  

Over the centuries, our culture has become 
polluted and decayed.  There are loud echoes 
of false and bad ideas, half-truths, selfish 
propagandas and about a happy and 
meaningful life that exists in our culture.  We 
are mindlessly consuming, repeating and 
internalising this pollution floating in lives for 
generations. Still majority is believing them 
living them and are willing to die for these lies 
because they come from a position of 
authority.  Are they not creating exactly 
opposite of a happy and meaningful life? From 
a false religious notion to unjust morals or 
capitalistic agenda – our cultural knowledge is 
reduced to a violent and loud noise in which 
we are only hearing the repetitive faux echo 
coming from outside, and not the clear answer 
to a happy and meaningful life, which is 
comes from inside.  

Existentialism revolution is 
more relevant today 
Existentialism Philosophy emerged to 
popularity in France, and in the world, 
after experiencing World War II.  Today, 
we are living in the phase of Covid 19.  We 
have seen varied responses – from fear to 
absurdity to human to inhuman to a pandemic.   

We have seen response of centuries of work 
systems, government systems, in several 
countries.  Now, we are also witnessing War 
on Ukraine. This dance of meaningless, 
absurdity, this uselessness of humans as 
compared to power of Nature – we can see 
large manifestations of the problems of 
essentialism.   

Before giving examples, I ask you – What 
mystical story or from religious books can 
comfort a mother crying on death of her new-
born?  What religious verse can help children 
whose family has been destroyed, irrespective 
of the reason being pandemic or war? 

A soldier deciding to leave behind his old 
mother with dementia, to fight war for his 
country. By what religious or spiritual logic is 
it justified or unjustified? Or on what essential 
logic did those doctors, chose to cut down 
oxygen supply to one patient for the other?  

In Ukraine, an Indian student refused to leave 
country without his pet tiger and panther. 
Why? In newspaper I saw photograph of a 
Ukrainian mother walking towards border, 
with her baby in her shoulder bag and an 
automatic rifle in hands.  Is all this an absurd 
response to an absurd reality or an absurd 
response to divine reality?  

Was Happiness, meaningful live anywhere 
present in this reality?  

Were their choices made by these people, their 
own intelligent individual decisions or were 
they result of herd mentality or advise of a 
competent and intelligent authority or was it 
an echo of cultural response or age old habits?  

One’s ability to understand these situations, is 
enough relatable content, a pre-requisite to 
understand and reflect on Existentialism, 
explainer further in this read. 

Existentialism 

Existentialism corrects the repetitive 
problematic patterns emerging out of 
premises of essentialism.  The most 
important one is Existentialism says existence 
precedes essence.  

Existentialism presents a union of ideas, 
with psychological and social correction 
and evolution of ancient essentialism.  It is a 
way to live with more liberty, less 
psychological bondage, baggage on a road that 
offers more life experiences by giving power 
to individuality and thus a happier and 
meaningful life.  



Key ideas of Existentialism  
One – Human existence is a result of a chance 
an accident.  There is no predefined cosmic 
plan, Godly purpose of your birth, it is not a 
rebirth or continuity of life and that there is no 
predefined or ready-made divine purpose, at 
all. This world does not work on a religion 
controlled; priest configured divine operating 
system. We are by ourselves, there is nothing 
else, No one else to blame. 

Two – We are meaningless. Our life in itself is 
meaningless, but we are free to make any 
meaning of our life that we want.  It is equally 
okay if we do not want to.  for cosmos.  

Three - At a cosmic level, our existence is 
nothing.  Humans should not consider 
themselves so important that Cosmos would 
create an itinerary or route-map or be their 
travel guide.  To make any meaning of our 
existence, what we have is free will, space and 
a limited time to live.   

Four - Be authentic and live with your 
subjectivity. Imitation of God or Mythological 
or Social Heros is not required for social 
acceptance.  Don’t become a copy.  To live 
with borrowed ideas, morals, ethics, values, 
etiquettes, manners, ideas that are not 
authentic to you self are your cage and a caged 
life is not meaningful life, it is to be dead. 
 

Solution of Existentialism 
for a Happy and 
Meaningful Life 
 
Live an Authentic Life based on your own 
choices, your own subjectivity.  Your life is 
your Responsibility.  Develop your 
Individuality, Live life with full Freedom, 
with your own values.  There is no one to 
help, guide you, there is no structure, no 
compulsion, no bondage, no slavery and no 
desire of cosmos from you.  Existentialism is 
not just a solution, it is a a cultural revolution, 

Key Contributors to 
Existentialism 
1. Søren Kierkegaard, Father of 

Existentlism (Danish, 1813-1855), He 
emphasised on religious existence as 
process of authentic individual life.  He 
said I want to find the idea for which I am 
willing to live and die.   He said life is not 
a problem to be solved but reality to be 
experienced. 

2. Fyodor Dostoevsky (Russian, 1821-
1881), He was a Christian existentialist, 
his solution, his advice is that purpose of 
life is to act properly by being authentic to 
yourself. He believed religion and God 
could help, rationality alone can be 
deceiving. 

3. Friedrich Nietzsche (German, 1844-
1900), the founder of Nihilism in 
Existentialism went on to say, “A belief 
that not only is there no intrinsic meaning 
in the universe, but that it’s pointless to try 
to construct our own as a substitute. “ 

4. Martin Heidegger (German, 1889-1976), 
his philosophical analytic focused on the 
human being's existence in their world as 
an individual and within their social 
context. From this standpoint, both world 
and being are viewed as inseparable. He 
wrote "Being and Time" 

5. Jean Paul Sartre (French 1905-1980), 
Noble Prize in 1964, Sartre's main 
existential work was "Being and 
Nothingness", which is the negation of 
every reality of fact, that is nothing came 
into existing, nothing exists, nothing going 
out of existence. He wrote "Being and 
Nothingness". 

6. Albert Camus (French, 1913-1960) Noble 
Prize 1957, Although an absurdist, is 
considered as Existentialist by scholars 
because he wrote “le mythe de Sisyphus” 
which explained this as Freedom of 
Sisyphus - This idea, says that we all are 



carrying great weight on our shoulders, 
like self-imposed jail restrictions. 

7. Martin Esslin, coined the term theature 
d'absurd (1960) 

8. Samuel Beckett (Irish, 1906-1989), father 
of absurd drama, “En attandent godot”, 
won Noble prize in 1969 

9. Eugene Ionesco (French 1909-1994), His 
Play "Rhinoceros" on existentialism, 
which says true meaning of life is in 
responsible action rather than conformity. 
According to him, ideas of independent 
thinking, free expression of individualism, 
society can expect to eliminate all 
ideological victimization. 

 

Existentialism and India  
Osho, Philosopher and Spiritual Guru (1931-
1990) considered himself as existentialist.  

 

Critics of Existentialism  
Since there is idea of no God in this 
philosophy, to common man, with a stressful 
life, demanding jobs and family pressures, this 
appears a philosophy of inaction, negativity, 
hopelessness, futility of actions and a 
meaninglessness of life, leading to anguish.   

Also, as this philosophy emerged into 
popularity in mourning and depression period 
post World War 2 depression, so that is why it 
suggests anything goes, and that life is not 
worth living and is meaningless. 
 

Noted Ideas of Sartre 

<<Bad Faith>> By example of a restaurant 
waiter. Sartre observed how in spite of his 
dislike and unhappiness with his work/job, 
waiter worked like a perfect well-behaved 
dog/machine.  A well-behaved body language, 
good orator with well-rehearsed lines and 
expressions, good acting skills, and with 
sadness and complete obedience and 

surrender, like that of a caged person.  By such 
life journey, Sartre says he may appear to be a 
of good social function but is his life journey 
meaningful? Is he happy? Due to work and 
life demands, man has limited his potential, he 
has caged himself in ideas, possibilities and 
habits to an unlived existence.  Such existence 
cannot be considered as happy and meaningful 
life.  

<<You are your choices>> Sartre says that 
life is a creative opportunity because life is a 
summary of our experiences. Life is a 
challenge because we alone are responsible for 
our choices and our life.   

<<No God! No Capitalism!>> Sartre went to 
jail because he regularly participated in 
protests against capitalism.  He believes 
existing social, political and economic 
structures are against existentialism and 
conspires to chain humanity down, to control 
individuals. He believed man is condemned to 
be free, political, financial and individual 
freedom.  

<<Authentic Life>> Sartre says authentic life 
a life lived by your conscious decisions, every 
individual should give meaning to his life 
based on his chosen values, priority and ethics.  
 

Famous quotes of Sartre 

1. <<If you are lonely when you’re alone, 
you’re in bad company.>> 

2. <<It’s strange, I felt less lonely when I 
didn’t know you.>> 

3. <<I had found my religion, nothing 
seemed more important to me than a book. 
I saw library as a temple.>> 

4. <<I hate victims who respect their 
executioners.>> 

5. <<When rich wage war, it is poor who 
die.>> 

6. <<Man is condemned to be free; and that 
hell is other people.>> 

 
### 
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