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The concept of freedom, one of the most complex and expansive philosophical
ideas, has long been a central focus for many scholars. Existentialist
philosophy, with its emphasis on the existential and ontological dimensions of
human existence, provides a unique perspective on freedom. In this
philosophy, human beings, as free agents, are responsible for shaping their own
lives and determining their destinies. Existentialists believe that, unlike many
other beings, humans do not possess a predetermined essence; instead, they
create their essence through the free choices they make throughout their lives.
This research employs a descriptive-analytical method to examine the main
characteristics of freedom in existentialist philosophy and its manifestation in
two famous novels: The Old Man and the Sea and When We Left the Bridge.
The main characters in these two novels, when faced with challenging
situations and difficult decisions, are compelled to accept responsibility for
their choices. This study aims to demonstrate how these characters, relying on
their existential freedom, struggle against life's limitations and challenges,
ultimately arriving at a profound understanding of existence. Both novels
illustrate that confronting freedom and responsibility shapes the path of self-
creation and the search for meaning. Santiago’s courageous acceptance of his
choices leads to honor and purpose, whereas Zaki Nawi’s evasion of this
existential burden impedes his authenticity and self-creation. This comparison
underscores the universality of fundamental human experiences—such as
freedom and the quest for meaning—across diverse cultures.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction:

Existentialism is a philosophy that emphasizes human existence as unique and highlights the
individual's responsibility. Its primary goal is to make people aware of their identity and hold
them accountable for their own existence as well as the existence of all humanity. This
responsibility can be painful and cause concern. Those who take existence seriously and
embrace this responsibility often experience a certain level of anxiety. The central focus of
existentialism is individual responsibility and the freedom of personal choice. Naturally,
individual choices inherently affect others and occur within a social context. Therefore,
individual responsibility implicitly or explicitly includes social considerations and
commitments to society, especially in the views of later philosophers such as Sartre.
Existentialist freedom is the heavy burden of self-definition in a world without predetermined
meaning. From this perspective, freedom is an intimidating concept: it means there is no ground
beneath our feet, only an empty void and a deep chasm. The central dynamic of existentialism is
the encounter between our confrontation with the boundlessness of everything and our desire
for a firm, structured foothold. What existentialism calls freedom is the act of creation and
choice. Existential freedom is always accompanied by decisions in various life circumstances,
causing humans to experience apprehension and fear when faced with such situations.
Therefore, freedom, from this perspective, is accompanied by responsibility, fear, and
apprehension. This research, through comparative studies of literary works from different
cultural backgrounds and focusing on the two works The Old Man and the Sea and When We
Left the Bridge, explores how existentialist concepts such as freedom, responsibility, and
anxiety are reflected in fiction.

Despite numerous theoretical studies on existentialism, this research, through comparative
analysis, offers a more global understanding of this philosophical school in literature and
demonstrates how philosophical concepts can reveal human commonalities beyond cultural
borders. The findings of this research, in addition to their literary and philosophical applications
for critics and researchers of comparative studies, by emphasizing freedom and individual
responsibility, can inspire readers in facing modern life challenges such as alienation and the
search for meaning. The main objectives of this research include analyzing the main characters’
engagement with existentialist concepts, explaining the commonalities and differences between
the two novels considering their different cultural contexts, and demonstrating the influence of
literature from existentialist philosophy in two different literary traditions. By combining
philosophical analysis and a comparative literary approach, this research not only contributes to
a better understanding of existentialism in literature but also illuminates universal human
connections in the face of existential questions.

Method:

This research, employing a descriptive-analytical method with a comparative approach based on
the American school of comparative literature, has been conducted. The methodology of the
present study involves three stages: First, data were collected through library research and



content analysis of two novels, The Old Man and the Sea by Ernest Hemingway and When We
Left the Bridge by Abd al-Rahman Munif, along with an examination of philosophical sources
related to existentialism (especially the works of Sartre and Yalom) to extract key components
such as freedom, responsibility, and anxiety. Subsequently, using qualitative content analysis,
scenes, dialogues, and symbols related to existentialist concepts in both novels were extracted
and compared. Furthermore, by adopting a comparative approach, the commonalities and
differences between the two works in reflecting philosophical concepts were examined,
considering their distinct cultural and historical backgrounds. The main criteria for comparison
in this research included focusing on characterization, the actions of the main characters, and
their existential crises.

Conclusion:

Existentialism asserts that humans have radical freedom to choose and define their lives, as the
world lacks inherent meaning. However, this freedom also brings the anxiety of responsibility.
Both The Old Man and the Sea and When We Left the Bridge explore the theme of existential
freedom. In the former, Santiago, a marginalized fisherman, embodies resilient will through his
free choice to persevere against nature and society. His struggle highlights how accepting
responsibility shapes one’s life and values. When We Left the Bridge explores similar themes
through its characters, particularly Zaki Nadawi, who confronts difficult choices and their
consequences. The novel emphasizes that freedom, while precious, is inherently tied to
responsibility and anxiety, encouraging readers to reflect on the meaning of life. Despite
stylistic differences, both novels emphasize freedom as a fundamental human trait essential for
self-discovery and the creation of meaning. A comparative analysis reveals that confronting
freedom and responsibility shapes the process of self-creation. Santiago’s courageous
acceptance leads to dignity and purpose, whereas Zaki Nadawi’s avoidance results in a failure
to achieve authenticity. This comparison highlights the universal nature of freedom, anxiety,
and the search for meaning across cultures.
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“What will you do now if they come in the night? What can you do? Fight
them, he said. ‘I’ll fight them until I die’”
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“No one should be alone in their old age. But it is unavoidable”
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“My choice was to go there to find him beyond all people. Beyond all people
in the world. Now we are joined together and have been since noon. And no
one to help either one of us”
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“Fish, he said softly, aloud, ‘I’ll stay with you until [ am dead”
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“I wish I could show him what sort of man I am. But then he would see the
cramped hand. Let him think I am more man than I am and I will be so”
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“I wish I was the fish, with everything he has against only my will and my
intelligence”
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