
Is freedom a gift or a curse?  This is a big idea behind existentialism, something that was 
discussed when we went over Kierkegaard a few weeks ago.  If you remember, Kierkegaard 
saw that life was full of angst, when we see the nearly infinite amount of choices that we have to 
make on a daily basis and the equally infinite number of unknown consequences of those 
choices and are filled with fear and despair.  This is the basis for most of existentialist 
philosophy, with each existentialist philosopher building on it and coming to their own 
conclusions.  Albert Camus, a French philosopher, said that we must confront “the absurd”, that 
we are seeking meaning and purpose in a world with neither, and that we can only live a rich life 
when we embrace it.  Jean-Paul Sartre said that our lives do not follow any path other than the 
one we create through our actions, that we are truly free and must embrace it, and that telling 
ourselves that things have to be a certain way or that our actions are the result of someone else 
is living in “bad faith”.  Kierkegaard said that we must take a “leap of faith” in order to deal with 
the angst of freedom, to completely throw ourselves into something that we cannot prove in 
order to give our lives greater purpose, like religion, spiritualism, etc.  A key tenet of 
existentialism, which was put into words by Sartre, is that “existence precedes essence”, 
meaning that we are born with no purpose and then we determine our “essence”, or who we are 
and what our purpose is, through how we choose to live.  

So is freedom a gift or a curse?  I suppose that depends on how we look at it.  Sartre 
famously said that we are “condemned to be free”, meaning that we are born free and can do 
nothing about it, nothing will save us from freedom and the huge burden that comes with it. 
When you’re young, you certainly have freedom, but you still have people in your life, like 
parents, teachers, etc that will help guide you, take on a lot of your decisions for you (like when 
to get up, when to go to bed, when and what to eat, if you have clothes, etc), and set up some 
manner of path for you.  When you get older, however, and become an adult, you suddenly find 
that you have many, many decisions to make every day and no one around to help make them 
for you.  Having a spouse can help, but the amount of freedom can be frightening and crushing. 
What if you decide to sleep in one day and you miss out on a great job opportunity?  What if you 
decide to go out to eat with your family but forgot that you still had a bill due, and now you don’t 
have the money to keep the electricity on?  What if you spend years of your life and thousands 
of dollars in college to get the job you wanted but end up hating it?  What if your child gets 
cancer and you spend thousands trying to save them only for them to die, leaving you 
emotionally wrecked and deep in debt?  According to existentialism, there is no higher power or 
consciousness that will help guide our decisions or provide us answers as what we should do, 
it’s all up to us - we are all that we have.  And that can be terrifying and overwhelming. 

On the other hand, being completely free means that, free of a path that we’re 
“supposed” to take, we are free to take any path that we choose and, as long as we’re satisfied 
with it and “living authentically”, meaning that the decisions we make speak to who we really are 
and what we really want from life, it is as valid as any other life that anyone else is living.  When 
it is up to us to give us and our lives meaning, we are free to do things that “typical society” 
views as meaningless, like focusing on family instead of a high-paying career or crocheting 
instead of stock trading, and put our own declaration of worth onto them.  When we live 
according to another’s standards, whether it be a deity, society, or parents, we cause ourselves 
unnecessary anxiety when we see that what we’re doing isn’t leading toward the end goal they 



set out for us.  When we live a life that we are satisfied with, however, it becomes easier to 
make decisions that support our own end goals and happiness without worrying how others are 
going to judge them.  Endless decisions still exist, hard choices and unfortunate circumstances 
will still plague us as we continue down our paths.  That will never go away, and it can be quite 
harrowing, and it can make you wish that there was someone else bigger than us that would 
help guide us during those times.  However, as long as you continue to live authentically and do 
things that give meaning to your life, these instances may slow you down, but they will not stop 
you dead in your tracks. 

So that’s existentialism.  How do you guys feel about this?  Is the tyranny of choice a bit 
too much and you’d rather just stick your head in the sand?  Do you relish being thrown into a 
world where the direction you’re heading is up to no one but you?  This quarantine has definitely 
given us a chance to exercise our autonomy, but how good or bad that has been is probably on 
a person by person basis.  We’ll have a date and time for the Zoom call out to you guys soon, 
we’re still trying to get feedback as far as what works best for everyone.  Anyway, take care, be 
safe, WASH YOUR HANDS, and I’ll talk to you next time. 
 


