
The Ex�stent�al Woes of Belong�ng  

“A h�deous ecstasy of fear and v�nd�ct�veness, a des�re to k�ll, to torture, to smash faces �n w�th a

sledgehammer, seemed to flow through the whole group of people l�ke an electr�c current, turn�ng one

even aga�nst one’s w�ll �nto a gr�mac�ng, scream�ng lunat�c.” “The horr�ble th�ng about the Two M�nutes

Hate was not that one was obl�ged to act a part, but that �t was �mposs�ble to avo�d jo�n�ng

�n.”(Orwell,G.2021:24) says George Orwell �n h�s novel 1984, wh�le descr�b�ng the destruct�ve way of

unconsc�ously f�tt�ng �n w�th the crowd. One m�ght th�nk that th�s quote �s an over exaggerat�on, a mere

work of f�ct�on, f�tt�ng for such a dystop�an novel. Perhaps, only when we someday face the pressure and

suffocat�on of try�ng to sw�m aga�nst the current of a major�ty of oppos�ng people, can we truly

understand the feel�ng and perspect�ve beh�nd th�s quote.  

 

Ex�stent�al�st ph�losopher Jean Paul Sartre has a say�ng “Man �s condemned to be free… Because, once

thrown �nto the world, he �s respons�ble for everyth�ng he does.” F�ckle th�ngs that they are, poss�bly

people have looked for an escape from th�s condemnat�on and found the�r salvat�on �n the hands of the

major�ty. G�v�ng away the�r free w�ll and judgement, they’ve conf�ned themselves to the vote of the

major�ty, the “norms” of soc�ety, and let themselves be class�cally cond�t�oned (Pavlov) �nto do�ng what

they see, creat�ng a shadow theatre of hypocr�sy. Perhaps they bel�eved that they themselves wouldn’t

be personally respons�ble for the�r act�ons �f they were done for a group. Accord�ng to Soren K�erkegaard,

the father of ex�stent�al�sm, “ex�stence” should po�nt to a qual�ty of an �nd�v�dual, rather than just tak�ng

up space �n the un�verse, where only someone that �s �n an act of consc�ous want�ng and dec�s�on

mak�ng can really ex�st(Cev�zc�,2010:939). When looked at from an ex�stent�al�st perspect�ve, perhaps

some people, so submerged �n a group, really �n a matter of speak�ng, cease to ex�st.  
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Th�s escap�sm from ex�stence by the erasure of �nd�v�dual�ty, wh�le �t may sound bad when wr�tten pla�nly

as such, may actually be glor�f�ed by a shock�ng var�ety of tact�cs. One of the most v�s�ble examples of th�s

�s perhaps executed by states. ‘The Ideolog�cal State Apparatuses’, as Lou�s Althusser calls them, for

example, are a var�ety of ways �n wh�ch states cond�t�on the�r c�t�zens by subtle propos�t�ons, form�ng and

reshap�ng the�r �deolog�es �nto a standard that �s benef�c�al to the states, rather than the �nd�v�duals.

M�chel Foucault also has a theory regard�ng th�s reshap�ng process. He suggests that states g�ve people

roles �n order to turn them �nto ‘subjects’. These roles, wh�le mak�ng people feel �mportant and

s�gn�f�cant, s�multaneously l�m�t the�r act�ons by mak�ng them f�t �nto the�r roles’ des�gnated regulat�ons.

“If sharks were men, would they be n�cer to the l�ttle f�sh?” Mr. Keuner �s asked by h�s landlady’s l�ttle g�rl

�n the story “If Sharks Were Men”, �n “Stor�es of Mr. Keuner” by Bertolt Brecht. “Certa�nly.” Mr. Keuner

answers, proceed�ng to tell her about the way the sharks would keep them �n boxes, where they would

make all k�nds of arrangements to keep them cheerful and healthy unt�l the�r t�me, prov�d�ng them w�th

amusements, art and fest�vals, s�nce cheerful f�sh taste better than melancholy ones, and open�ng

schools where they were thought how to sw�m to the jaws of sharks, and that the sharks, �n return for

the f�sh’s absolute obed�ence, prov�de for them, just l�ke the �deolog�cal state apparatuses of Althusser,

keep�ng the f�sh d�stracted and reshap�ng the�r values. “Furthermore, there would be an end for all the

f�sh be�ng equal,” cont�nues Mr. Keuner, “some would be g�ven off�ces and be placed above the others...

some would even be allowed to eat smaller ones. That would be altogether agreeable for the sharks,

s�nce they themselves would often get b�gger b�tes to eat”, convey�ng the subject�f�cat�on (Foucault) of

the b�gger f�sh, who th�nk themselves �mportant unt�l they’re swallowed by the sharks themselves. 

“Freedom �s to say 2x2=4, �f that’s granted, the rest w�ll follow”(Orwell,G.2021:92) wr�tes W�nston �n 1984.

It’s to say, where a person �s g�ven the means of vo�c�ng the truth as they know �t, they have the

env�ronment to become an �nd�v�dual. One of the b�ggest threats to one’s bel�efs and knowledge may be

major�ty vote. Th�s was demonstrated �n the Asch Conform�ty L�ne Exper�ment (1951), where a group of

students were put �nto a “v�s�on test” where they would match the length of a target l�ne w�th �ts

�dent�cal, a s�mple task that was done correctly nearly by everyone when done �nd�v�dually, but the

stooges that answered before the only part�c�pant �n each group dur�ng the exper�ment gave the wrong

answer �n front of h�m and the part�c�pant conformed and gave the clearly �ncorrect answer �n about ¾

of the tr�als. 

S�m�larly, “belong�ng” became a new moral and mental compass w�th�n �tself, where “morally r�ght”

started to �dent�fy w�th the major�ty vote, and people started separat�ng each other as “our” and “other”

wh�le mak�ng �rrelevant dec�s�ons, because as dece�tful as the word belong�ng m�ght be, one of �ts

roundabout results of �t �s separat�on. The way to belong�ng often passes through the exclus�on of others.

Some reflect�ons of th�s �n l�teracy can also be seen �n the story “If Sharks Were Men”, where the sharks, �n

order to wage wars aga�nst other sharks, teach the�r l�ttle f�sh that there’s an enormous d�fference

between themselves and the l�ttle f�sh belong�ng to other sharks, and 1984; “There �s a word �n

Newspeak: duckspeak, to quack l�ke a duck. It �s one of those �nterest�ng words that have two

contrad�ctory mean�ngs. Appl�ed to an opponent, �t �s abuse, appl�ed to someone you agree w�th, �t �s

pra�se.”(Orwell,G.2021:65) 



Accord�ng to modern psychology, m�rror�ng and emphas�z�ng are common qu�rks of the human m�nd.

We cannot escape be�ng affected, mentally or behav�or w�se, by the act�ons of the people we surround

ourselves w�th. The more people we let �n and feel a sense of belong�ng to w�th tox�c features we �gnore

and desens�t�ze ourselves for, the more we take sa�d features on and lose of our authent�c selves. The

more we lose of our authent�c selves, the more we become a mere cast of the values the group holds.

And soon we have our own vers�on of a sh�p of Theseus paradox, where we start quest�on�ng whether

we’re st�ll the same person or not.  

 

Desp�te all �ts shortcom�ngs, yearn�ng to belong �s one of humank�nd’s most prom�nent �nst�ncts. Be �t �n

fam�l�es, �n fr�end groups, w�th a rel�g�on, bel�ef or �deology, just the knowledge that they’re not alone �s

rel�ev�ng to many. However, the most overlooked type of belong�ng may be the most cruc�al, and the

cure for all th�ngs who belong. Belong�ng to oneself f�rst and foremost, �s one of the musts of ach�ev�ng

�nd�v�dual�ty �n a group. The ab�l�ty to leave any group when �t becomes tox�c for yourself or others l�es �n

th�s s�mple tra�t. Arthur Schopenhauer g�ves the porcup�ne metaphor, where a group of porcup�nes need

to huddle together to avo�d the cold, but once they get too close, they end up pr�ck�ng each other w�th

the�r qu�lls and resolve to stay a l�ttle apart from each other w�th�n the group, to descr�be the need for

some space of oneself, even w�th�n a crowd.  

 

S�m�larly, Karl Jaspers, another ex�stent�al�st ph�losopher who asserts that ex�stence doesn’t only show

�tself s�ngularly �n the world, but also �n an �ntersubject�ve sett�ng, s�nce one can only truly reach the�r

own �dent�ty wh�le �n �nteract�on w�th other ‘ex�stences’, states that wh�le others may try to turn us �nto

people l�ke them and encourage us to be a part of the cattle, they m�ght also strengthen us w�th love �n

the struggle �n the way to ex�stence. Thus, freedom of ex�stence rel�es upon �ts relat�on w�th other

ex�stences, look�ng for �ts “kampf�ede l�ebe” (loveful f�ght). He suggests that one should both stay by

themselves and learn to develop and look for ex�stence together w�th others. However, only after people

�solate themselves and take the r�sk of lonel�ness, and look w�th�n themselves for the�r own ex�stence,

can people be freed, and only w�th people who have been freed as such can you have authent�c and

mean�ngful �nteract�ons and only these people can truly ex�st(Cev�zc�,2010:1150).  

 

 So how can we truly reach th�s state of �nd�v�dual ex�stence? “Sapere aude”, loosely translated as ‘dare to

use your own m�nd’, says Immanuel Kant, �n order to express the way to enl�ghtenment. W�th all the

pressure that comes w�th belong�ng to a group, th�s m�ght truly take courage. However, once a pr�mary

sense of belong�ng to oneself that �s pr�or�t�zed over the �nst�nctual need to appease and belong to a

crowd �s developed, dar�ng to use our own m�nds may no longer rema�n such a harsh challenge.  


