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Introduction

Existentialism – at least in name – is without doubt the best-known philosophical movement of the twentieth century. The reason for this is partly to do with the thinkers most closely associated with it – Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir and Albert Camus – who were perhaps as close as philosophy comes to having ‘celebrities’. Their involvement in some of the key events of their times (from the French Resistance to the student uprising of 1968), their highly readable novels and plays, and their colourful sex lives have all contributed to existentialism’s high profile.

The glamour of the philosophy’s birthplace has played its role, too. Existentialism is intimately bound up with the youthful, bohemian culture of post-war Paris – a culture that’s still also deeply implicated in the capital’s touristic draw. The cafés of the Boulevard St-Germain and the labyrinthine streets and dusty old bookshops of the Latin Quarter are all given an additional charm and ‘intellectual’ patina by the reflection that Sartre and de Beauvoir once haunted them.

But the main reason for existentialism’s prominence is the philosophy itself. In post-war France, existentialism struck many as a uniquely personal philosophy whose core values offered a liberating, even joyous sense of the self in the face of social conformism. Since then, of course, this view of existentialism has almost been replaced by its opposite and it is now too often caricatured as a philosophy of gloom and doom, even of nihilistic despair.

As we shall see, both of these images have a degree of truth, but what they each show is that existentialism was – and continues to be – remarkable for its ability to speak to the individual, to relate to people’s everyday lives and experience in a way that philosophy has otherwise rarely achieved. It is the existentialists’ clear-eyed, unsentimental acceptance of the human condition and their profound belief in human potential and creativity that continues to inspire.




1 Existentialism before the existentialists

Making choices

How should one live well?

[image: image]

The existentialist movement of 1940s and 50s France was part of a long and rich tradition of philosophy that focused, not on abstract or universal questions, but on the human individual and on how people should live their lives. For example, at the very heart of the philosophy of classical Greece was what was called ‘the care of the self’ – how, philosophers like Plato asked, should one live well?

In the nineteenth century, the Danish philosopher Søren Kierkegaard gave a renewed focus to the philosophy of human existence. He emphasized the truth of the individual’s experience and the importance of making moral choices and taking responsibility for one’s life. In his wake came many other philosophers who also took this subjective truth as their theme. Many of these philosophers’ ideas influenced the writings of Sartre, de Beauvoir and Camus.

In this chapter we will look at:

[image: image]   the main themes of ‘existential’ philosophy

[image: image]   the philosophy of Søren Kierkegaard, often called the ‘father of existentialism’

[image: image]   the ideas of Nietzsche, Heidegger and Marcel

[image: image]   ‘existential’ thought in art and literature before existentialism.

Existential philosophy

Existential philosophy can be said to be united by a concern for the following themes or ideas:

[image: image]   it rejects the idea that human existence can be explained by science

[image: image]   it rejects abstract philosophy because it is remote from everyday life

[image: image]   its approach to philosophy is urgent and passionate – this is the way you should live now!

[image: image]   it emphasizes the individual and his or her lived experience

[image: image]   it emphasizes human freedom and responsibility

[image: image]   it tends to be countercultural.
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As you read through this book, keep these major themes in ‘existential’ thought in mind and think about how they relate to the existentialism of 1940s and 50s France.
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Key term: existentialism

The Latin root of the word ‘exist’ means to ‘step out’ and nicely captures the key existentialist theme of active engagement with the world and responsibility for one’s destiny.

It is important to remember that no one used the term ‘existentialist’ until the word was coined by the French philosopher Gabriel Marcel in the twentieth century. Labelling earlier thinkers and writers ‘existentialist’ is just a way of tracing the development of an important strand of modern philosophical thought.
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Kierkegaard and Nietzsche

The Danish thinker and psychologist Søren Kierkegaard (1813–55) is often called the ‘father of existentialism’. He challenged the rigid abstraction of the philosophy of his time, arguing that what mattered was the ‘single individual’ – their freedom to choose and how they gave meaning to their life.

Unlike the French existentialists he was a passionate Christian and the forerunner of a key strand of existential thought Christian existentialism.

[image: image]
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Key works



	1843

	Either/Or




	1843

	Fear and Trembling




	1849

	The Sickness unto Death
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Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900) argued passionately for a strong, even ruthless individualism. He believed that the individual should not act according to conventional (e.g. Christian) notions of right and wrong, but according to whether their acts were authentic, that is, in some sense true to the self.

Infamously, Nietzsche






	
	



	
	





Heidegger and Marcel










Marcel made a sharp contrast between ‘being’ (the mere fact of existence) and ‘living’ (the active engagement with life)


Art and literature
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