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1
introduction to existentialism


What is human life about? What does it mean to be an authentic human individual? Am I trapped by the circumstances of my birth, or can I genuinely transcend them? How do I understand and cope with the hopes, fears and anxieties that shape my life? We make choices based on hopes for the future; yet life is finite and we face the inevitability of death. What, if anything, is therefore worthwhile?


These are existential questions. They have long been explored through art, literature and religion, but they are also central to one particular tradition in philosophy – existentialism – which became hugely popular in Europe in the years following the Second World War. The general view of existentialist philosophers is that life is not presented to us already packaged with meaning and purpose, but it is what we make of it.


This chapter gives a brief summary of some key features of existentialism, and points to the continuing relevance of the questions it addressed.


 


Man is nothing else but what he makes of himself. That is the first principle of existentialism.


Until recently philosophers were attacked only by other philosophers. The public understood nothing of it and cared less. Now, however, they have made philosophy come right down into the market place.


Jean-Paul Sartre Existentialism and Humanism


 


Fundamental, pressing questions – ‘What is human life about? Why are we what we are? What does it mean to be an authentic individual?’ – were ignored by many philosophers in the mid-twentieth century in favour of the analytic clarification of language, the critical evaluation of evidence and similar topics seemingly remote from people’s experience of life. To find answers, we had had to turn to literature, art or religion.


Unless, that is, the philosophers concerned were existentialists. Existentialists differed radically from many earlier (and later) thinkers in their concern with the present world. The most famous existentialists – Jean-Paul Sartre, Albert Camus, Simone de Beauvoir – were not academics but writers. They lived and worked in Parisian cafés, arguing, drinking and thinking amid the hubbub of everyday life. This now clichéd image contains a central truth. Existentialists confronted the pressing issues of their age and attempted to find answers drawn from experience, not abstract reason. They looked at the whole of human life, its goals, significance and responsibilities – in other words, what it means to be a human being alive in the world.


Existentialism sees life not as coming ready-programmed by some higher power (God, history, evolution, a divine playwright) with meaning and purpose, but being what we ourselves make of it as individuals. It is a philosophy for the brave, the independently minded. The existentialists themselves were such passionate individualists, frequently disagreeing with each other, that many denied belonging to a movement at all.


Unlike all other creatures (as far as we know) humans are able to ask about the meaning of their lives – not immediately pressing questions about where the next meal is coming from, or how to successfully mate with a suitable partner, but about whether anything in life makes sense. We may be plagued with depression, with doubt. We may pause and not know what to choose. We may be confused, recognizing the freedom to opt for a whole range of different things in life.


Existentialist attitudes are not restricted to the mid-twentieth century. Precursors can be traced back to the very first philosophers, tough-minded ancient Greeks such as Empedocles, Socrates and Diogenes. They too lived, thought and taught philosophy in the dusty streets of their cities, not in academic seclusion. Revealingly, existentialism has given its name to an attitude: ‘existential’.


Existentialism conquered Paris with startling suddenness in 1945, the year after the city’s liberation from Nazi rule. Artists, writers, actors and students began calling themselves existentialists, although not all of them would have read Being and Nothingness (L’Etre et le Néant), Jean-Paul Sartre’s weighty masterpiece published in 1943. In September 1945 Simone de Beauvoir, Sartre’s one-time lover and lifelong collaborator, published her novel The Blood of Others (Le Sang des Autres), exploring quintessentially existentialist themes of freedom and responsibility. So did her play that opened that summer. In October the first issue of Les Temps Modernes (‘Modern Times’, echoing Charlie Chaplin’s film) appeared, with Sartre and his colleague Merleau-Ponty as editors. It became the age’s foremost intellectual magazine, gaining a wide readership.


Also that October, Sartre delivered his lecture ‘Existentialism is a humanism’ (‘L’Existentialisme est un Humanisme’), attracting such a large audience that some of his listeners fainted in the crush. The first two of his trilogy of novels The Roads to Freedom (Les Chemins de la Liberté) appeared in 1945. The Outsider (L’Etranger), a novel, and The Myth of Sisyphus (Le Mythe de Sisyphe), both written by Albert Camus during the war, also became bestsellers. Although there were other important existentialist thinkers, none quite matched Sartre, de Beauvoir and Camus in combining their three-fold roles as writers, as thinkers and as human beings committed to political action.


For Parisians of the post-war years – hungry, cold, exhausted, horrified by seeing the first films of the Nazi death camps in April 1945 and then learning of the nuclear bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August – existentialism was no mere affectation. It offered a way of understanding and facing the traumas of the modern world. As de Beauvoir put it, a generation ‘had lost their faith in perpetual peace, in eternal progress, in unchanging essences... They had discovered History in its most terrible form. They needed an ideology which would include such revelations… Existentialism, struggling to reconcile history and morality, gave them authority to accept their transitory condition… to face horror and absurdity while still retaining their human dignity, to preserve their individuality’ (Force of Circumstance, 1965).


Let us, for now, examine just a few of its key features:


Actors, not observers…


Existentialism is a deeply human philosophy. It starts from the point of view that the world is not something ‘out there’ that we observe and about which we speculate, but that in which we live. That is the defining sense of existentialism – it is about engagement with the world, rather than analysis. Existentialists were concerned to get away from any sense (for which they tended to blame the philosopher Descartes and his claim ‘I think, therefore I am’) that a person is no more than his or her thoughts. Life is about acting, making choices, using things that come to hand as tools, exploring relationships and the effect they have on you. You cannot understand life by standing back and observing it; you understand it only in engagement.


Essence and existence…


If we were tools, manufactured for particular purposes, we would have our essence predetermined. To use an example that goes right back to Aristotle, a good knife is one that cuts well, because the essence of a knife is cutting. Know the essence of a tool and you know how best to use it. But do I have some predetermined essence? Do I behave as I do because I am a certain sort of person? Or do I shape the sort of person I am by the choices I make? For existentialists the latter is the case. The famous expression of Sartre ‘existence precedes essence’ effectively defines existentialism. In human life, essence is shaped by existence, not the other way round.


Living forwards…


We are always planning, looking forward to things. Our mind is filled with the ‘not yet’ that we want to bring about, and this moment vanishes immediately into a past that is ‘no longer’. Yet neither the future nor the past, although they are utterly important to us and define our lives, actually exists in the present except by way of anticipation or memory. To exist means (literally) to ‘stand out’ – and when it comes to human existence, the key feature is that we are always going out of ourselves, looking for something, planning, organizing the future.


Freedom and responsibility…


Existentialism challenges us to take responsibility for ourselves and for the life we choose to lead. It also insists that we are free, whether we like it or not. We cannot determine the circumstances in which we find ourselves, but we are free (with no opt-out, ‘condemned to be free’ in Sartre’s terms) to decide how we are going to understand and respond to them. I may blame others for the circumstances in which I find myself, but I cannot blame them for the choices I make. I have to take responsibility for my own life.


So exploring existentialism is unlike a study of any other branch of philosophy. It is more of a personal quest and challenge, more immediately related to the arts, to ethics and to questions of personal meaning, direction and significance.


Above all else, existentialism is concerned with the whole of human experience – thinking, feeling, acting, engaging in the world. It is not detached or objective. It does not seek to construct an abstract system to explain everything; indeed, it is suspicious of all such systems. It starts with humankind – from birth to death, a life that is bounded by physical circumstances and constraints, but which also aspires to freedom, to choosing and shaping values, to transcending its present self to become something more in the future, to making sense of a life that is inevitably heading towards death.


Existentialists thought that philosophy should relate to life, to the ordinary concerns and decisions that people face. They rejected the notion of philosophy as a matter of intellectual speculation about the meaning of things in general; for them thought should always be embedded in human experience.


So there was never a single, fixed view of existentialism. That should come as no surprise, for it is curious that existential thinkers should want to coin the term ‘existentialism’ at all. As we shall see later, Sartre’s principal existentialist doctrine is that ‘existence precedes essence’. In other words, what you do shapes what you are, not the other way around. Hence it is important to see that there is no hidden essence called ‘existentialism’ to which thinkers were invited to subscribe. Rather, they approached a common set of questions and areas of interest centred on what it means to be a human being in the world as we know and experience it: the dilemmas of everyday life, the questions of meaning and value and determining what is worth doing.


Do not expect from existentialism a single, coherent system of thought, explaining everything. That is not its style. Think of it as the thoughts of a group of philosophers, writers and artists who, confronted with the tyranny of organized, systematized, scientific and quasi-scientific thought, rebelled in the name of humanity. They sought to explore what it means to be human, how to understand the issues of life, death and personal meaning, what it is to have a past and to anticipate a future, what it means to be committed, or to be concerned, to create and live by values. But it also acknowledges the sense that, alone and frighteningly free in a vast, meaningless world, humankind experiences that profound uncertainty which is given the name ‘angst’. Angst starts to appear when we stop our routine obedience to the formulas given to us by society and tradition and start to ask ‘What’s it all for?’


On from the 1940s?


The existentialists of the 1940s and 50s might have looked a free-living, unconventional, even hedonistic and anti-authoritarian bunch. Some people may have been attracted to existentialism for just those reasons. Yet beneath that there is a seriousness and commitment to create value and meaning in a world from which the old certainties have vanished.


Post-modernism and structuralism in time supplanted existentialism as a fashionable philosophical position. By the 1950s Sartre and others were already seeing it as a limited ideology serving the dominant philosophy of the time – Marxism. But the world continues to pose existential questions, life is as uncertain as ever and science, for all its advances, has not provided answers to fundamental questions about the experience of being human. So the issues with which the existentialists grappled are still with us.


Of course, to appreciate its present relevance, we need to distinguish existential philosophy from the cultural phenomenon of permissive self-affirmation, struggling to say something exciting and positive against a backdrop of desperate hardships and nihilism of post-war Europe. It was the latter which launched existentialism as a fashionable set of ideas with lifestyle attached. The former, as we shall see, has much deeper roots, in questions that were being asked long before Sartre emerged before the crowds in 1945.


Nevertheless, there will always be one character who embodies a line of enquiry more than any other. And in this case it is indeed Sartre – sitting forward across a table, cigarette in hand, expounding his views, in Paris in the years following the Second World War. It was from that particular time and place that existentialism emerged to become a general term for a cultural trend and way of life. Existentialism is what happens when philosophy hits the streets and engages with the questions thrown up by ordinary life.





2
living dangerously: the roots of existentialism


Although existentialism is often identified with thinkers of the mid-twentieth century, existentialist ideas have a long history, not just in philosophy but in literature (for example, Dostoyevsky and Kafka) and in religion. In this chapter we examine three thinkers (two religious; one atheist) who asked profound existential questions and who paved the way for later existentialist thought. They all sought to live out their philosophy, even at great personal cost – examples of Nietzsche’s challenge that one should ‘live dangerously!’.
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