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For the many students of Philosophy 355 (and Philosophy 121 before that) at WVU, who have over the years worked with me to discover what really matters in existentialism.




Prologue




Before his death, Rabbi Zusya said ‘In the coming world, they will not ask me: “Why were you not Moses?” They will ask me: “Why were you not Zusya?”’





The parable of Rabbi Zusya’s judgment comes from the Hasidic tradition in Judaism. Rabbi Zusya of Hanipol was a Hasidic master or zaddik, and, as with other such masters, there are many legends and parables associated with him. The parable is recounted by Martin Buber in the first volume of his Tales of the Hasidim. In the Tales, the parable is entitled ‘The Query of Queries’, which gives some indication of its significance. Buber is an important 20th-century philosopher within Judaism, but his interests and significance extend beyond the Jewish tradition. His most famous work, I and Thou, is often ranked among works in the existentialist tradition, and so in citing this parable at the outset of this book, I am not roaming as far afield as it might appear.


There is something both familiar and paradoxical about Zusya’s question. We are all conversant with expressions such as ‘Just be yourself’, ‘That’s not who I really am’, ‘I was not myself yesterday’, and so on, but if we try to dig down beneath these familiar expressions and statements, they become increasingly puzzling. After all, if Zusya is Zusya, how could he be, or even have been, anything else? We can readily understand how Zusya might have failed to do some particular thing or reach some particular goal. We can also readily understand how he might have failed to be more like someone else. But how could he have failed to be himself?


In The Ethics of Ambiguity, the existentialist philosopher and writer Simone de Beauvoir asserts that ‘in the very condition of man there enters the possibility of not fulfilling this condition’.1 This seems to accord with the reproach Zusya imagines awaiting him ‘in the coming world’. To fail to be Zusya is for Zusya to have failed to ‘fulfil’ his condition. But what does that mean? Consider an acorn. An acorn has a very specific condition, which includes a very specific form of fulfilment: an acorn fulfils its condition by growing into a mighty oak. But as even a casual walk through the woods will reveal, most acorns do not grow into oak trees. Many – if not most – of the acorns strewn under and around their parent oak trees will be eaten by animals, wither or rot away, be crunched underfoot by hikers, and so on. So it would seem that in the ‘very condition’ of acorns there lies the possibility of not fulfilling this condition. But if this is so, de Beauvoir’s assertion becomes more puzzling in that it no longer appears to be marking out something about the human condition in particular or in contrast to the condition of other kinds of things.


To see that there might be something distinctive about the human condition in contrast to that of the acorn, notice first that the ‘query of queries’ is not something acorns themselves ever ask. Though I might stand before the acorn lying fallow and ask, ‘Why are you not a mighty oak?’, it would be foolish to expect an answer. That Zusya raises the question about being Zusya for himself suggests that the issue of accountability or answerability arises for Zusya and the rest of us: we, unlike the acorn, have to answer for who we are or who we become. The question matters – or can matter – to us in a way that it doesn’t for something like an acorn.


In the Introduction to the Tales, Buber contrasts ‘the ideal pattern of the individual limned by the Creator, and what he actually is’. When Zusya worries about the coming world, he is worried about how he’ll ‘measure up’ to that ideal pattern. Further questions arise here: what is that ‘ideal pattern’ and how is Zusya supposed to know what it is? That these questions arise here mark another difference between a human being and an acorn. It is pretty easy to say what an acorn is supposed to become: the ideal pattern for an acorn is growing into a mighty oak. The measure for acorns is thus readily available. But what is that measure when it comes to being human? What is it that any of us is supposed to be? Talk about an ideal pattern suggests an answer laid up somewhere, awaiting us in the ‘coming world’ perhaps, but if it is that hidden, we can only feel anxious about it while we are living out our lives here and now. Acorns are not anxious about becoming oaks or not. They just fall to the ground and then either grow or do not.


The question of who we are supposed to be haunts us in a way that it doesn’t for an acorn. It is a question for us to ponder, for us to ask of ourselves, but it is also an importantly different question. For us, the question is personal, whereas the question raised about the acorn is generic. Whatever the ideal pattern is for an acorn, it is one that pertains to all acorns in the same way: an acorn is supposed to become an oak tree, full stop. But Zusya worries that he will have failed to be Zusya, not just a full or complete human being (whatever that might be). In this way, the parable brings into view the particular kind of project that I see at the heart of existentialism: the project of becoming an individual. Søren Kierkegaard, a founding figure of existentialism, writes in the preface to The Sickness Unto Death of a kind of ‘Christian heroism’ that involves ‘risk[ing] unreservedly being oneself, an individual human being, this specific individual human being alone before God, alone in this enormous exertion and enormous accountability’2. The Christian hero feels a similar accountability – and a similar risk of failure – as Hasidism’s Zusya. The question Kierkegaard’s remark raises, just as much as the parable of Zusya does, is one of how we are to understand this talk of ‘enormous exertion’. What exactly is difficult, what stands in the way of being ‘this specific individual human being’? Aren’t we – each of us – that already? What more do I have to do in order to be an individual beyond just being this person, numerically distinct from all others?


These sorts of questions will inform our exploration of the existentialist tradition in 19th- and 20th-century philosophy, as each of the figures considered – Kierkegaard, Friedrich Nietzsche, Martin Heidegger, Jean-Paul Sartre, Albert Camus and Simone de Beauvoir – offer related, though distinct, conceptions of the task of becoming an individual. In many ways, existentialism’s concern with this task is no different from many earlier philosophical points of view. Existentialism is not discontinuous with the philosophical tradition out of which it emerges. At the same time, part of what is exciting about studying existentialism is the way it is also a radical critique of, and departure from, that prior tradition. Indeed, for existentialism, part of what stands in the way of our becoming individuals is our being bogged down with traditional assumptions and ideas (that there is an ideal pattern out there that we just need to figure out or discover might be one of them). We need to break free of tradition while at the same time preserving and transforming many of its core concerns. I will next sketch out in very distilled form a key existentialist insight or perspective in relation to these traditional assumptions and ideas. Making this kind of shift in perspective will give us the right point of view for appreciating the novelty of existentialism’s concern with the possibility of each of us becoming ‘this specific individual human being’, nothing more, but also nothing less.
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The existentialist insight


… man materializes in the world, encounters himself, and only afterward defines himself.


Sartre, Existentialism is a Humanism





As movements or schools of thought in philosophy go, existentialism is a peculiar one. Some sense of why this is so can be gained just by thinking about the origins of the label. The term ‘existentialism’ (actually the French l’existentialisme) was first coined by the philosopher and playwright Gabriel Marcel in the early 1940s. Marcel came up with the term to apply to the thought of his friends Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir. Marcel did not pull the term out of thin air: there was precedent for the label in the German philosopher Karl Jaspers’ idea of Existenzphilosophie, as well as Martin Heidegger’s idea that when it comes to the kind of beings we are, our essence lies in our existence. There are also deeper roots for the term, as we will see in later chapters. In any event, Sartre at first resisted the label, claiming not to know what it meant. But the label stuck and Sartre discovered that his thinking was being described as ‘existentialism’ in various Parisian intellectual circles and that all manner of connotations were accruing to the term. Better, then, to own the term and thereby gain some control over its meaning, and so by 1945 Sartre was describing himself as an existentialist thinker.


Once the term was coined, it exhibited a remarkable backward spread, and therein lies its peculiarity. It turned out that there had been existentialists for quite a long time, even though none of them would have identified themselves in such terms. The label stuck most directly to those thinkers, Heidegger and Jaspers, whose ideas and terminology had served as inspiration for the term, although for his part, Heidegger, who lived until 1976, vehemently protested its applicability. Other French contemporaries of Sartre and de Beauvoir, such as Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Albert Camus, came to be associated with the label, as well as the Spanish philosopher, Ortega y Gasset. But the term managed to reach back even further, into the 19th century, to the German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche and the Danish thinker Søren Kierkegaard, who comes closest perhaps to being a founding figure in the ‘movement’. The label also managed to reach beyond thinkers typically identified as philosophers. The Russian novelist Fyodor Dostoyevsky, whose Notes from Underground paints perhaps the most abject portrait of the lone individual, is often included in the ranks of existentialist thinkers. But still earlier thinkers came to be identified with existentialist thinking, albeit in ever looser ways: Shakespeare, Pascal and even the medieval philosopher St Augustine show certain existentialist proclivities. One might liken Marcel’s coinage to a rock being thrown into a pond: the rock’s impact creates a series of concentric waves that grow continually weaker as they travel further from its point of entry.


No set of philosophical ideas emerges in a vacuum, but always draws upon and engages with previous ones. Existentialism is no exception. Indeed, as a relatively late entry in the western philosophical tradition, it is all but impossible not to find precedents for, and lines of influence leading to, its central ideas. After all, none other than Socrates showed a deep concern with the self and self-knowledge, which indicates that the roots of existentialism run very deep, all the way back to nearly the beginning of western philosophy. But the advent of modern philosophy sets the stage for existentialist ideas in a more vivid and urgent way. The challenges modern philosophy confronts were largely absent from earlier stages of the tradition. I cannot document here these challenges and their importance for existentialism in their entirety, but I will indicate a couple of directions.


Very broadly speaking, the emergence of modern philosophy is prompted by the rise of modern science with the Scientific Revolution of the 16th and 17th centuries and by if not the decline, at least the fragmentation of religious thinking, due most notably to the Protestant Reformation of the 16th century. Taken together, these various ideas create a crisis of authority. Luther challenged the traditional authority of the Church, whose teachings until that time had been literally sacrosanct. By questioning the hierarchical power structure of the Church, a structure that culminated in the supreme authority of the Pope, Luther placed a new emphasis on the individual believer: what mattered for religious faith was not the acceptance of doctrines and practices dictated by church officials, but instead the individual’s own conscience, which could stand in an unmediated relationship with God. (In some writings, Luther goes so far as to say that no outward acts have any bearing on one’s status as a Christian.) Each and every Christian, according to Luther, has to work out his or her own relationship to God for him- or herself.


The new sciences – the physics of Galileo and Newton, the astronomy of Copernicus and Kepler – also posed threats for traditional religious ideas. The world-view of Christianity depicted the cosmos as ordered in accord with, and so reflecting, God’s will and beneficence. The heavens comprised perfect spherical objects – heavenly bodies in both senses of the term – all of which revolved around the Earth, which stood at the centre of God’s creation. And that was as it should be, since God had created human beings in His own image. Where else would such beings reside in the grand scheme of things but at the very centre? That picture was pretty much shattered by the new sciences: using the newly invented telescope, Galileo showed that the Moon was a mountainous, pockmarked body, a far cry from the perfectly smooth, perfectly spherical object one would have expected. And with the Copernican revolution, astronomy displaced the Earth from its central position; it became one more planet among others, orbiting one more star among others. With these developments, the question of humanity’s place in the universe took on a much starker tone, as the ready-made answer no longer had the kind of easy availability it once had. If God did have a plan for us, that was going to be much more difficult to figure out.


These developments in astronomy, along with the rise of mechanistic physics, disrupted a picture of reality as filled with meaning. The new physics banished older ideas of purposes and goals – Aristotle’s notion of a ‘final cause’ that had been embraced by Catholic teaching – in explaining how and why things move. As a result, the whole category of value undergoes a crisis: where in the world are values to be found? Indeed, are they found there at all? By prompting such questions, these modern developments have the effect of throwing us back upon ourselves, to figure out exactly who we are such that we can make sense of notions like meaning, purpose and value. Hence we see with the rise of modern philosophy a new emphasis on subjectivity. Descartes’ famous Cogito, ergo sum (‘I think, therefore I am’) marks the beginning of modern philosophy, while Kant declared that the motto of the Enlightenment is Sapere aude! (‘Dare to be wise!’), which Kant glosses as, ‘Have courage to use your own understanding!’


The distinctively modern picture of human beings as cast into a meaningless world without any preordained aim or purpose forms the backdrop to existentialism. While some strands of modern philosophy strive to resist this kind of picture (to be a modern philosopher only requires confronting the challenges raised by the new sciences and the new religious landscape, rather than endorsing any one way of meeting them), existentialism by and large embraces such a picture and, in many ways, radicalizes it. What I mean here is this: for existentialism, the lesson of modernity is that the world has nothing to offer in terms of determining or validating any way we might try to understand ourselves and our place in the world. No story about who we are or why we are here can ever be shown to be the ‘right’ story. The conclusion the existentialist draws is that there is no deep truth about the kind of beings we are. But – and here comes the radicalizing move – that conclusion is the deep truth about who we are: we are beings for whom there is no fact of the matter about who we are. We are beings who strive to understand ourselves and our place in the world without there being any way of validating that self-understanding by appealing to how the world is. Sometimes this idea is summarized by saying that we are self-interpreting beings.


Now the big question is what one does with this existentialist insight. Broadly speaking, we might see existentialism as asking what else must be true about the kind of beings we are if we are indeed self-interpreting beings? It turns out, according to existentialism, that many other things must be true. In particular, existentialism emphasizes our freedom: in order to be self-interpreting beings, we must be beings who are fundamentally free. We are, in Sartre’s famous words, ‘condemned to be free’. With this freedom comes the possibility of anxiety, anguish and despair. We will consider these notions at length elsewhere.
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We can also ask what follows from the idea that we are self-interpreting beings. In particular, we might wonder if this idea somehow selects among the various possible self-interpretations human beings might construct for themselves. If it is true that the deep truth about us is that there is no deep truth – or if it is true that we are just self-interpreting beings – then what kind of self-interpretation should we construct? We should bear in mind here that constructing a self-interpretation is not an abstract, intellectual exercise, but a matter of living out a life with a particular shape and direction. So in effect existentialism is asking the age-old question of how we should live, but with the twist that this question is posed with the realization that the world will offer nothing to help with an answer.


It is quite natural to think that this movement beyond existentialism’s core idea is rather hopeless. Why think that there is any preferred or superior self-interpretation if there is no deep truth about the kind of beings we are beyond being self-interpreting beings? Why not just say that ‘anything goes’? Or, perhaps, that ‘nothing goes’? It may seem that we are stuck with either a rampant relativism or an especially bleak kind of nihilism once we have been brought around to the existentialist point of view. And, indeed, existentialism is often associated with such despondency. The literature of Samuel Beckett, which typically depicts human beings as mired in a futile longing for purpose and meaning – waiting for a Godot who never comes – is one example of this distinctively existentialist form of despair. The stories and novels of Franz Kafka offer another example. But while there are certain wings or factions of existentialism that counsel this form of despair, I do not think such a view should be taken as the last word on the matter. On the contrary, I see the main figures associated with existentialism (with the exception of Camus perhaps, but that is a question we will wrestle with in Chapter 6) as insisting that its core idea need not entail a chaotic relativism or despairing nihilism. What existentialism endeavours to show is that there are better, more authentic ways of responding to, or continuing on from, the key insight that we are nothing but self-interpreting beings, since there are ways of living that do a better (and worse) job of reflecting or incorporating just that idea. The details of how existentialism might develop and defend this claim will concern us throughout this book.
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