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Thrown Out in Existence 
 

Fatherlessness: A Personal Narrative 



Jean-Paul Sartre once suggested that he could thank his fatherlessness for his 

incroyable légèreté1. Not having to stand in someone’s “symbolic shadow,” he never 

learned to obey, nor to address orders, he states contently. In a word, Sartre lacked a 

superego. 

   My private experiences of fatherlessness are more nuanced. I would not praise its 

advantages like Sartre; neither do I pity myself for growing up without someone to 

call “dad.” It happened to be my fate, and it has shaped me. 

 

Let me provide a brief background. 

   My mother, Elisabeth, had a short-lived affair with my father, Egon. It lasted a few 

months, but Egon kept postponing his divorce from his wife at that time. Elisabeth 

finally decided not to wait for him, and went her own way.  

   When I was delivered, the only witness was a male friend of my mother’s. This 

absence of Egon’s set his standard, one might say. 

   Elisabeth’s only child, I grew up in a sheltered environment in a quiet two-room 

apartment in the middle of Stockholm, gaining her full attention, love, and protection. 

I cannot recall missing anything or anyone during my early childhood. 

   Egon visited us quite frequently the first few years. I remember calling him “dad” at 

times, however not too enthusiastically. He never ceased to feel remote to me, almost 

shy, as if I would fall into pieces if he came close. After I had started school, his visits 

became more and more rare, as shame over his failure in becoming a natural part of 

our lifes burdened him, making every move towards us heavier. 

   When I was seven, a man entered my and Elisabeth’s existence to share it with us. 

His name was Bob, and I came to love him unreservedly. He was mine to keep for 

two years, adult dramas slowly closing the story without me noticing any signs of “the 

end of the affair” until I got the message outspoken. 

   Bob was soon to be replaced by his closest friend and companion, Christopher, with 

whom I could not deal at all. There was no time for grief: they overlapped one 

another. However, rather than objecting, I simply kept pretending that the light was 

still there, that it was good; but the holy Trinity was dissolved once and for all. I never 

regarded Christopher as a father, nor did he try to act like one. He was just the 

unbearable person sitting on Bob’s chair by the dinner-table.  

                                                
1 Incredible frivolity; incredible levity. 



   Christopher cost me two years of ghostly pretended happiness, and his presence 

made Bob’s absence even more painfully clear. 

   Moreover, Bob’s new partner turned out to be the woman living next door in our 

shared summer house—her youngest kid calling him “dad,” which I never got the 

time to do.  

   Bob was dead to me, but alive next door, leaving me with monumental jealousy in 

every direction. 

   Thus getting to know Hamlet’s fate from within without yet having seen the play, I 

learned a lesson for life: Fathers do vanish; never trust a father. 

 

No man was ever to come between me and Elisabeth after Christopher. Those years 

from sixth grade until graduating from secondary school … they were all lived 

through in our original duality; but with that third spot once filled by Bob just to be 

left empty again, a diffuse restlessness kept haunting me. I missed something, I 

missed someone. 

 

This being said, how has my fatherlessness affected me?  

   Well, the eye cannot see itself, and no matter how skillful my introspection, I can 

only speculate. Nevertheless, there are some main issues, more or less obvious. Allow 

me to dwell on them one by one. 

 

Lacking a father, one spot in your life is left empty. Elisabeth probably covered that 

area of mine most of the time, expanding in her maternity, doing the job of two. 

However, a mother can only cover up for the empty spot—never fill it. I therefore 

believe that I have more existential space to fill with whatever I want. It is like having 

a huge, unfurnished room in your apartment, which for all of your friends came fully-

furnished, labeled, its purpose of use clearly designated, never to question.  

   I often have a vertiginous, frightening, and calling sense of unfulfilled possibilites, 

and I think this notion of my existence being so spacious can be traced to that empty 

room. I have this intense feeling of an overwhelming freedom, and I cannot “unthink” 

the notion that I have exclusive responsibility for the outcome of this freedom. As we 

all know, ol’ Sartre created an entire philosophy around that notion. 

   Absorbed by super-hero comics as a young kid, I never reflected upon why the 

fatherless character of Spider-Man appealed so to me. When the screen adaption 



based on the comics made it to theatres a few years ago, I revived my Spidey-cult, 

starting to apprehend one similarity after another—slowly adopting the hero’s saying, 

“With great power there must also come great responsibility,” slowly making it my 

own, word by word. 

 

Authorities, then. Fatherless boys are often mentioned to “lack respect” of 

authorities, or at least having trouble dealing with them.  

   I do not have that obstinate mistrust in authorities—for example, I am not one of 

those murmuring that politicians are “corrupted” or “not doing their job;” neither do I 

think that I would do a better job for Sweden’s national soccer squad than its 

designated manager does. 

   However, I have, just like Sartre, a problem with obeying without questioning. If 

someone wants to give me orders, he must have a really good purpose which I can 

subscribe to.  

   My spontaneous reaction when asked to obey is: “Coercion!; Loss of integrity!; 

Loss of own will!—Objection, your honor!”. A minor version of this specialty of 

mine is right at hand: I felt a huge resistance against starting to work on this paper, 

because it was an assignment (albeit customized by me), ordered by an authority. Had 

I come up with the idea myself, outside of class, I would probably have been solely 

inspired throughout the whole writing process. But now, having to play by the rules, 

that little Tom Sawyer inside of me just wants to go fishin’. Both me and Tom prefer 

to play without rules. 

   This resistance against every ever-so-mild coercion does not stop there. It expands 

to an unwillingness to subscribe to any group, any community, any concept what so 

ever; for groups, communities, and concepts come along with at least one authority—

a leader, a “brain.”  

   Moreover, in a group, you are expected to follow customs: that is, to emulate what 

the others are doing. Without a father to emulate, I never got used to that fine art. This 

often leaves me terribly confused, as if I were missing a script, an instruction booklet, 

but I also believe it has prompted me to develop a respectable amount of ingenuinity. 

 

And yes, I do seek substitutes. The heart is indeed a lonely hunter, and it will 

inevitably go hunting for what it is missing, whether you are aware of it or not. The 

imbalance in my trouble with obeying authorities in general is elegantly regulated by 



a deep, loving admiration of a few, carefully selected father figures. These 

relationships often come with a plaguing sense of fragility—a fear that I will scare my 

“father” away if I love him too much—, so I cannot rest in it, nor rely on it. Hence, I 

never entirely commit myself emotionally, too afraid to suffer that loss once again.  

   However, when loving from a safe distance, that is, when admiring someone that I 

do not know in person—i.e. novelists, psychologists, musicians—I tend do adopt their 

every line of thought. There was a time in my life when I quoted Ulf Lundell 

approximately every fifth minute, convinced that his notions always surpassed my 

own, as a general rule. (General rules are very convenient for someone missing an 

original set of them.) 

 

Lastly, the gender roles issue. Analogous to previous topics, I was never provided 

the script for how guys are supposed to act. It never came natural to me playing with 

guns, farting loudly, or pulling girls’ hair. Neither did I act girlishly, joining the 

feminine side. I was just a quiet, sensible boy wrapped up in books.  

   Later on, I came to develop a set of more extraverted, typical masculine interests—

sports, for example, but I found them myself; I did not inherit them. My devotion to 

my favorite soccer teams therefore comes with a deep sense of pride: I have 

conquered this domain of men on my own, led to it by my heart. However, I can at 

times be jealous of that sense of a birth-given right, that self-evidential engagement in, 

say, sports, which seems only relayable from father to son. 

   Today, those vague boyhood notions have formed a clear insight: I do not feel 

comfortable with anyone who identifies too blindly with his or her gender role. A 

gender role, just as any persona aspect, is a useful shelter, a mask to wear, a script to 

follow when it is not an appropriate time to claim your originality. But applied 

without that essential awareness, it can at worst turn people into dull, conformative, 

and predictable zombies. For what it is worth, I never lose that awareness, since I 

have to write my lines myself. 

 

The consequences of fatherlessness are, once again, impossible to grasp with 

accuracy. The aspects mentioned in this essay feel central to me, but my selection 

remains inevitably brief and random, leaving the lion’s share of the iceberg under 

water. 

   What is more, I cannot go back and live a “test life” in which I do have a father, 



comparing that existence to the one at hand. That is Milan Kundera’s unbearable 

lightness of being: always prompted to keep on drawing the sketch of one’s life, one 

never get the chance to erase and redraw. I drew this sketch, and it is mine with all its 

consequences. Es könnte auch anderes sein. 

   Those of us growing up without a father perhaps comprehend that truth better than 

others. Most likely, we also have a greater appreciation of the fact that it is up to us to 

decide whether that lightness, that légèreté, is to be unbearable or wonderful. Or 

just—incredible. 

 

My father died seven years ago, when I was about to enter adulthood. He never 

explained the empty room’s secret to me, and we never got to furnish it together. 


