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What do you think of the following remarks? Discuss each one in turn and write a few thoughts and comments into your journal. Who/what type of people would say these?

"...we shouldn't struggle against the powers-that-be; 

we shouldn't resist authority; 

we shouldn't try to rise above our station; 

any action which doesn't conform to authority is romantic;...

experience shows that man's bent is always toward trouble, 

that there must be a strong hand to hold him in check, if not, there will be anarchy." (p.11)

What is meant by the term existentialism?

All existentialist philosophers agree that "existence precedes essence, or, if you prefer, that subjectivity must be the starting point." (p.13)

"Atheistic existentialism, which I represent... states that if God does not exist, there is at least one being in whom existence precedes essence, a being who exists before he can be defined by any concept, and that this being is man, or, as Heidegger says, human reality. What is meant here by saying that existence precedes essence? It means that, first of all, man exists, turns up, appears on the scene, and, only afterwards, defines himself. If man, as the existentialist conceives him, is indefinable, it is because at first he is nothing. Only afterward will he be something, and he himself will have made what he will be. Thus, there is no human nature, since there is no God to conceive it....

Man is nothing else but what he makes of himself. Such is the first principle of existentialism." (p15)

What is meant by essence? Find a synonym (tip: Sartre uses one himself).

Now try to turn this concept around. What would Sartre's critics say about essence and existence? What role would God play in a Christian philosophy?

If you had to apply the concepts of essence and existence to an object (a chair for example, or a pen). Would essence precede existence or would existence precede essence? Explain the concept.

"...if existence really does precede essence, man is responsible for what he is. Thus, existentialism's first move is to make every man aware of what he is and to make the full responsibility of his existence rest on him. " (p.16)

What could Sartre mean by this responsibility man has? List a few things that man is responsible for.

What would Sartre say to the following statement? 

"Circumstances have been against me. What I've been and done doesn't show my true worth. To be sure, I've had no great love, no great friendship, but that's because I haven't met a man or woman who was worthy. The books I've written haven't been very good because I haven't had the proper leisure. I haven't had children to devote myself to because I didn't find a man with whom I could have spent my life...." (32)

...............................

Now compare your answer with Sartre's reply.

"Now, for the existentialist there is really no love other than one which manifests itself in a person's being in love. There is no genius other than the one which is expressed in works of art; the genius of Proust is the sum of Proust's works; the genius of Racine is his series of tragedies. Outside of that, there is nothing. Why say that Racine could have written another tragedy, when he didn't write it? A man is involved in life, leaves his impress on it, and outside of that there is nothing. (32f)

Let's go back to Sartre's statement that man is responsible for himself. ...

"I am responsible for myself and for everyone else. I am creating a certain image of man of my own choosing. I choosing myself, I choose man."(18)
"And when we say that a man is responsible for himself, we do not only mean that he is responsible for his own individuality, but that he is responsible for all men....

In fact, in creating the man that we want to be, there is not a single one of our acts which does not at the same time create an image of man as we think he ought to be. To choose to be this or that is to affirm at the same time the value of what we choose, because we can ne er choose evil. We always choose the good, and nothing can be good for us without being good for all.

If ... existence precedes essence, and if we grant that we exist and fashion our image at one and the same time, the image is valid for everybody and for our whole age. Thus, our responsibility is much greater that we might have supposed, because it involves all mankind. (16f)

What implications does the above view have on our real lives? Try to answer the following questions.

Who am I? How do I define myself?

What consequences does my behavior have on the people around me?

Don't confuse Sartre's point with Kant's categorical imperative. Kant attempted to prove that what is right (or wrong) is always right (or wrong). Sartre did not agree. Sartre thought, rather, that we are each free to choose and create our own world. Cowards choose and create a certain world, lovers create their own world, as do skinheads, terrorists and university professors. Each one of them is responsible for his actions.

Let us now try to understand what Sartre and the existentialists mean by anguish, forlornness and despair.

Anguish:

"First, what is meant by anguish? The existentialists say at once that man is anguish. What that means is this: the man who involves himself and who realizes that he is not only the person he chooses to be, but also a law-maker who is, at the same time, choosing all mankind as well as himself, can not help escape the feeling of his total and deep responsibility. Of course, there are many people who are not anxious; but we claim that they are hiding their anxiety, that they are fleeing from it. Certainly, many people believe that when they do something, they themselves are the only ones involved, and when someone says to them, 'What if  everyone acted that way?' they shrug their shoulders and answer, 'Everyone doesn't act that way.' But really, one should always ask himself, 'What would happen if everybody looked at things that way?' There is no escaping this disturbing thought except by a kind of double-dealing." (18f)

"...at every moment I'm obliged to perform exemplary acts. ... And every man ought to say to himself, 'Am I really the kind of man who has the right to act in such a way that humanity might guide itself by my actions?' And if he does not say that to himself, he is masking his anguish. (20)

Have you ever felt so much responsibility? How does this affect you? Does it make you feel strong and important to know about the consequences of your actions or do you feel what Sartre calls anguish – the terrible weight of this responsibility pressing you down? How would most people react to this knowledge? Would they become more active and make lots of conscious, deliberate decisions or would they worry about every single thing they decide and rather wait and see....?

Forlornness:

When we speak of forlornness, a term Heidegger was fond of, we mean only that God does not exist and that we have to face all the consequences of this. (21)

In the following paragraphs you will find  descriptions of two different kinds of atheists. Both agree that God does not exist, but they see different consequences of this fact.

Read the two paragraphs carefully and decide which one is Sartre's. Explain why..  Which one do you prefer? 

"God is a useless and costly hypothesis; we are discarding it; but, meanwhile, in order for there to be an ethics, a society, a civilization, it is essential that certain values be taken seriously and that they be considered as having an a priori existence. It must be obligatory, a priori, to be honest, not to lie, not to beat your wife, to have children, etc., etc. " (21)

We think "it very distressing that God does not exist, because all possibility of finding values in a heaven of ideas disappears along with Him; there can no longer be an a priori Good, since there is no infinite and perfect consciousness to think it. Nowhere is it written that the Good exists, that we must be honest, that we must not lie; "(22)

....................................

Now read Sartre's explanation:

Further down Sartre writes: "Dostoievsky said, 'If God didn't exist, everything would be possible,' That is the very starting point of existentialism. Indeed, everything is permissible if God does not exist, and as a result man is forlorn, because neither within him nor without does he find anything to cling to. He can't start making excuses for himself.

If existence really does precede essence, there is no explaining things away by reference to a fixed and given human nature. In other words, there is no determinism, man is free, man is freedom. On the other hand, if God does not exist, we find no values or commands to turn to which legitimize our conduct.... We are alone, with no excuses.

That is the idea I shall try to convey when I say that man is condemned to be free. Condemned, because he did not create himself, yet, in other respects is free; because, once thrown into the world, he is responsible for everything he does. The existentialist does not believe in the power of passion. He will never agree that a sweeping passion is a ravaging torrent which fatally leads a man to certain acts and is therefore an excuse. He thinks that man is responsible for his passion." (23)

................

If there is time,  give an example of forlornness: Read example of  Sartre's student who asks for advice about whether to stay with his mother or to be a collaborationist.....(p24, - 28. Stop before Sartre's answer, students guess!!!)

..................

We can see that forlornness and anguish go together. If there is no God or other authority to guide us we are forlorn and totally responsible for our actions. This, as we have seen leads to anguish.

Despair:

The third term used frequently by existentialists is despair.  Let us see what Sartre has to say about it.

"As for despair, the term has a very simple meaning. It means that we shall confine ourselves to reckoning only with what depends upon our will, or on the ensemble of probabilities which make our action possible. When we want something, we always have to reckon with probabilities. I may be counting on the arrival of a friend. The friend is coming by rail or street-car; this supposes that the train will arrive on schedule, or that the street-car will not jump the track. I am left in the realm of possibility; but possibilities are to be reckoned with only to the point where my action comports with the ensemble of these possibilities, and no further. The moment the possibilities I am considering are not rigorously involved by my action, I ought to disengage myself from them, because no God, no scheme, can adapt the world and its possibilities to my will."(29)

"...given that man is free and that there is no human nature for me to depend on, I can not count on men whom I do not know by relying on human goodness or man's concern for the good of society." (30)

How would this view affect your decision whether to join a political party or a NGO that fights for an important cause? Does it make sense to fight for a cause knowing that there is no outside force to help us, no values or morals to back us up...? Does this attitude lead to quietism or does it encourage people to become active?

...............

Let us see how Sartre answers this question:

"Actually, things will be as man will have decided they are to be. Does that mean that I should abandon myself to quietism? No. First, I should involve myself; then, act on the old saw, 'Nothing ventured, nothing gained.' Nor does it mean that I shouldn't belong to a party, but rather that I shall have  no illusions and shall do what I can. For example, suppose I ask myself, 'Will socialization, as such, ever come about?' I know nothing about it. All I know is that I'm going to do everything in my power to bring it about. Beyond that, I can't count on anything. Quietism is the attitude of people who say, 'Let others do what I can't do.' The doctrine I am presenting is the very opposite of quietism, since it declares, 'There is no reality except in action.' Moreover, it goes further, since it adds, 'Man is nothing else than his plan; he exists only to the extent that he fulfills himself; he is therefore nothing else than the ensemble of his acts, nothing else than his life." (31f)

"According to this, we can understand why our doctrine horrifies certain people.  Because often the only way they can bear their  wretchedness is to think, 'Circumstances have been against me. What I've been and done doesn't show my true worth." (32)

This leads us back to the problem of responsibility that we started with.

The Existentialists have often been charged with inviting people to remain in a kind of desperate quietism because, since no solutions seem to be  possible for many of the big problems of life. They have also been charged with dwelling on human degradation, with showing only the sordid, shady, slimy side of life and neglecting the bright side of human nature. You might have the same feeling when reading and watching the absurd plays we are dealing with in this course. 

Let's see what Sartre has to say about this:

"You see that (existentialism) can not be taken for a philosophy of quietism, since it defines man in terms of action; nor for a pessimistic description of man – there is no doctrine more optimistic, since man's destiny is within himself; nor for an attempt to discourage man from acting, since it tells him that the only hope is in his acting and that action is the only thing that enables a man to live. Consequently, we are dealing here with an ethics of action and involvement." (35f)

"...this theory is the only one which gives man dignity, the only one which does not reduce him to an object." (37)

After having understood the above concepts read the following quotes from the same work. Discuss them in your group decide which of the  main concepts that we have dealt with they refer to. Consider: freedom and responsibility, anguish, forlornness and despair, essence and existence..

Further quotes:

"In one sense choice is possible, but what is not possible is not to choose. I can always choose, but I ought to know that if I do not choose, I am still choosing." (41)

"Through his choice, he involves all mankind, and he can not avoid making a choice." (41)

"If I've discarded God the Father, there has to be someone to invent values. You've got to take things as they are. Moreover, to say that we invent values means nothing else but this: life has no meaning a priori. Before you come alive, life is nothing; it's up to you to give it a meaning, and value is nothing else but the meaning that you choose. In that way, you see, there is a possibility of creating a human community." (49)

"... we call existentialism humanism. Humanism, because we remind man that there is no law-maker other than himself, and that in his forlornness he will decide by himself; because we point out that man will fulfill himself as man, not in turning toward himself, but in seeking outside of himself a goal which is just this liberation, just this particular fulfillment."(51)

"Existentialism is nothing else than an attempt to draw all the consequences of a coherent atheistic position." (51)

"The essential consequence of our earlier remarks is that man being condemned to be free carries the weight of the whole world on his shoulders; he is responsible for the world and for himself as a way of being. We are taking the word 'responsibility' in its ordinary sense as 'consciousness (of) being the incontestable author of an event or of an object." (52)

"I could always get out of it (the war) by suicide or by desertion; these ultimate possibles are those which must always be present for us when there is a question of envisaging a situation. For lack of getting out of it, I have chosen it. This can be due to inertia, to cowardice in the face of public opinion, or because I prefer certain other values to the value of the refusal to join in the war (the good opinion of my relatives, the honor of my family, etc.). Anyway you look at it, it is a matter of a choice.... In war there are no innocent victims. If therefore I have preferred war to death or to dishonor, everything takes place as if I bore the entire responsibility for this war. "(54f) 
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