
Existentialism



Features of Existentialism: 

(19th and 20th century mainly)



1) More an attitude
or an outlook than
a formal philosophy. 



Often Existentialist ideas are 
presented in art, music, 
literature, etc. 

(e.g. Jack 
Kerouac) 



2) a strong dislike of system-
building…

…and even some aspects 
of rationality.   

This isn’t surprising, since 
existentialists also have…



They’d agree those things are 
appropriate to math and science, 
etc. 

BUT

Not to the study of “the human 
situation.”



“The individual self is lost in 
abstract universals…”



AND…

reason, when 
applied to humans 
and human society, 
obliterates 

“the uniqueness
of individuals and their subjective

experience.”



When you are put into a category, 
“existential violence” is committed 
against you and your individuality.  



3) Essence vs. Existence: 

There is no God 
(they generally say).

So there was no idea of what we as 
humans should be --in other words, 

an essence of what it is to be 
human--before we came into being.  



In other words, our existence 
precedes our essence.  

Life is therefore 
meaningless in itself…we 
must be the creators of 
our own meaning.  



Life isn’t rational or ordered or 
designed…but rather chaotic, 
unpredictable, and absurd…without 
purpose.  



There’s no “answer” or ultimate 
meaning “out there” somewhere to 
be discovered.



BUT…despite this…

Many existentialists point to a 
possible answer to the problem of 
how to create meaning in life:  



4) Individuality and Subjective
Experience:

There is a fundamental drive within 
us to be recognized as individuals



Therefore, we can find meaning 
and significance in life by creating a 
sense of individuality.  



It’s thus no surprise that 
existentialists hate conformity…





often fed by advertising….



or mass movements that 
discourage individuality…  



see quote by e.e. cummings on p. 
30 of textbook



5) Freedom of Choice:

Sartre: “You are condemned to be
free”



He means that there’s no way to 
avoid personal responsibility for 
your actions… 

because…

you are free to choose how to react 
to what life throws at you.  



This part of it is also part of Stoic 
thinking, of course.  



Sartre says we can live with 
AUTHENTICITY…

“when we are able to make our 
individual choices with full 
awareness that nothing else 
determines them for us.”  (p. 31)… 



6) Viktor Frankl and “Logotherapy”:

see pages 22 and 
27 in the text.  



Frankl:  As humans, we’re free from
animal instincts….



And traditional morals have been 
under continued assault for decades 
or more…



This “existential 
vacuum” means that
we can develop 
neuroses based on 
lack of meaning in 
our lives.  



He calls this “noogenic neurosis.”



His solution is “self-transcendence.”



When we invest in something other 
than ourselves, we find meaning.  

“We all need a mission in life.”



THE END


