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there are disagreements in the use of words, but even here, says Austin, “we can
find wiz, we disagree,” and “the explanation can hardly fail to be illuminating.”
Another question about ordinary language, besides its looseness, is whether it
should be construed as the “last word” on matters. While ordinary language does
not claim to be the last word, it is significant that it embodies the inherited
experience and insights of many generations. And although these insights have
been focused particularly upon the practical affairs of men, that fact further
strengthens the claim for its accuracy. For ii the distinctions of words work welt
in ordinary life “then there is something in it,” says Austin. To be sure, scholars
may have interests other than those whose language pertains to ordinary life, And
there is no reason to believe that error and superstition cannot survive for long
periods of time in a language. To this extent, Austin readily concedes that “ordi
nary language is not the last word: in principle it can everywhere be supple
mented and improved upon and even superseded.” But for Austin it is the first
word in his program of analysis.
Austin recommended three resources which one can utilize in undertaking
a hill scale analysis of the word “excuses,” Similar resources and methods would
presumably be available for the analysis of other words as well. First he advo
cated using the dictionary. A concise one would do, and he suggested reading
through it entirely and listing all the relevant words, remarking that it would not
take as long as many would suppose. Or one could make a list of obviously
relevant words first and consult the dictionary to discover their various meanings,
a process which would then lead to other gemrnne words until the relevant list is
complete. A second source for this purpose would be the law, Here one would be
provided with a vast number of cases along with a wide variety of pleas for
excuses along with many analyses of the circumstances of the particular conduct
in question. The third source is psychology. The use of psychology is an interest
ing example of how ordinary language is supplemented and even superseded
inasmuch as psychology classifies some varieties of behavior or gives explanations
of ways of acting which ma)’ not have been noticed by laymen nor cap hired by
ordinary language. Given these resources “and with the aid of imagination,”
Austin was confident that the meanings of a vast number of expressions would
emerge and that a large number of human actions could be understood and
classified thereby achieving one of the central purposes of this whole process,
namely, “explanatory definition.”

Existentialism
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xistentialism emerged in its contemporary form in Paris following Work
Var II. At first it appeared to be a philosophical fad whose practitionen
expounded their thoughts in cafés far removed from the professional
precincts of university philosophers. Like most fads, it was expected thai
this one too would soon pass into oblivion. But existentialism has, if anything
gained momentum by invading virtually every form of human thought and ex
pression, including the novel, theater, poetry, art, and theology. In the sheei
scope of its influence existentialism has achieved a far wider response than an
other mode of philosophy in current times, and this influence does not appear tc
be Waning.
What appeared after Vorld War II in the essays, plays, and novels of Jean
Paul Sartre and Albert Camus was for the most part a brilliant and popida:
version of a mood and mode of thought that earlier plulosophers had seized upon
bitt that evoked widest response only in the historic circumstances of the twenti
eth century. Existentialism was one of the major cnLrrents of thought in Germany
under the Weimar Republic. with Heidegger and Jaspers among its leaders. In
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the middle of the nineteenth cenhuy its main themes had already been worked
out by the melancholy Dane Soren IGerkegaard with variations found in the
works of Schelling and Marx. That writers with such diverse philosophical mien
tations should all have become identified with existentialism is an important
reminder that existentialism has many forms and that among existentialists there
are probably more differences than similarities. Even William James, Bergson,
Nietzsche, the Gernrnn mystic Jacob Bohme, and Pascal must be counted among
those who contributed to the existentialist theme. What all these philosophers
had in common was a concern about existence, human existence, the conditions
and quality of the existing human individual.
Existentialism was bound to happen. The individual had over the centuries
been pushed into the background by systems of thought, historical events, and
technological forces. The major systems of philosophy had rarely paid attention
to the uniquely personal concerns of individuals. Although Aristotle, for example,
wrote a major treatise on ethics, Montaigne could say that “I can’t recognize
most of my daily doings when they appear in Aristotle.” Nietzsche also wrote
that “to our scholars, strangel enou h the most ressin
uestion does not
occur: to what end is their work
useful?” To be sure, Socrates ad focused
upon just these matters with his insLstence that all thought and actrwty should be
directed toward enhancing the meaning of human existence, St. Augustine also
engaged in profound introspective psychological analysis to discover the source
of man’s personal insecurity and anxiety. Still, philosophy for the most part dealt
with the technical problems of metaphysics, ethics, and the theory of knowledge
in a general and objective manner, which bypassed the intimate concerns of men
about their personal destiny. Historical events, particularly wars, showed a simi
lar disregard for the feelings and aspirations of individuals. And technology,
which arose as an aid to man, soon gathered a momentum of its own, forcing
men to fit their lives into the rhythm of machines. Everywhere men were losing
their peculiarly human qualities. They were being convened from “persons” into
“pronouns,” from “subjects” into “objects,” from an “1” into an “it.”
Inevitably, dehumanized Western man began to exhibit all the symptoms
of his dehumanization, If learning, even philosophy and theology, talked in ab
stract generalities and skirted around the personal perplexities of individuals, it
would be only a question of time before men would conclude that there is no
expressible meaning for any human being’s existence. If wars overwhelmed men
in spite of their frantic efforts to forestall such calamities, life would be regarded
as precarious, ambiguous, and insecure, and man would develop deep anxiety
and the feeling of being abandoned in an insensitive and random universe. If
technology removed much of the human dimension of existence by harnessing
men to machines and requiring them to work as “organization men,” men would
find fewer occasions for expressing their existence as persons.
Religion, the traditional source of man’s sense of worth, meaning, and
moral guidance, was itself suffering from the critical impact of rational and scien
tific thought. Dostoevsky experimented with the implications of a nonreligious
.
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estimate of man, wondering whether one could successfully maintain that “s
there is no God, everything is pennitted.” For Nietzschc, the bankniptc
religious faith appeared to be the decisive cultural fact of his day. FIe did
hesitate to proclaim that for all intents and purposes “God is dead.” This fad
urged, should be accepted with courage, and upon it should be built a
conception of human existence, Atheism had become an important cause of
problems that gave rise to existentialism, since the breakc!p3mnJ1fjhe relig
tradition of Europe greatlyggyatedi’o;s’iic;ng_s
the
ense of life’s worthless
an’i&ii1iglessness. In thir struggle against this meaninglessness, some exis
iififka ran yitheistic position and drew out all the consequences oi
a position in fomiulating their approach to life. Others turned once agaii
religion in order to rediscover there what they believed had been missed
rational and scientific thinkers,
Whether they were theists or atheists, the existentialists all agreed
traditional philosophy was too academic and remote from life to have any
quate meaning for them. They rejected systematic and schematic though
favor of a more spontaneous mode of expression in order to capture the authe
concerns of concrete existing individuals. Although there is no “system” of
tentialist philosophy, its basic themes can, nevertheless, be discovered in s
representative existentialist thinkers,

MERKEGAARD
Many of the themes of contemporary existentialism were first expressed in
writings of Sören Kierkegnard. Born in Copenhagen in 1813, he spent his sI
life in a brilliant literary career, producing an extraordinary number of lx
before his death in 1855 at the age of forty-two. Although his books were
forgotten after his death, they made an enormous impact upon their redisco
by some German scholars in the early decades of the twentieth cenhuy. At
University of Copenhagen Kierkegaard was trained in Hegel’s philosophy
was not favorably impressed by it. When he heard Schelling’s lectures at Be:
which were critical of Hegel, IGerkegaard agreed with this attack upon Ger
ny’s greatest speculative thinker. “If Hegel had written the whole of his L
and then said
that it was merely an experiment in thought,” wrote Kie
gaard, “then he could certainly have been the greatest thinker who ever lived
it is, he is merely comic.” ‘What made Hegel comic for Kierkegaard was that
great philosopher had tried to capture all of reality in his system of thought,
in the process lost the most important element, namely, CII,S(CIICC. For Kie
gaard, the term existence was reserved for the individual human being. To e:
he said, implies being a certain kind of individual, an individual who stdves,s
considers alternatives, who chooses, who decides, and who, above all, comt
himself, Virtually none of these acts were implied in Hegel’s philosophy. Kie:
gaard’s whole career might well be considered as a self-conscious revolt aga
.
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abstract thought and an attempt on his part to live up to Feuerbacli’s admoni
tion: “Do not wish to be a philosopher in contrast to being a man
do not think
as a thinker.
think as a living, real being.
think in Existence.”
To “think in Existence” meant for Kierkegaard to recognize that one is
faced with personal choices. Men find themselves constantly in an “existential
situation.’ For this reason, their thinking ought to deal with their own personal
situation with a view to coming to terms with the problem of alternatives and
choices. Hegel’s philosophy falsified man’s understanding of reality because it
shifted attention away from the concrete individual to the concept of universals.
It called upon men to think instead of to be, to think the Absolute Thought
instead of being involved in decisions and commitments. Kierkegaard drew the
distinction between the spectator and the actor, arguing that only the actor is
involved in existence. To be sure, the spectator can be said to exist, but the term
existence does not properly belong to inert or inactive things, whether these he
.
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spectators or stones. Kierkeganrd illustrated this distinction by comparing two
kinds of men in a wagon, one who holds the reins in his hands but is asleep and
the other who is fully awake. In the first case, the horse goes along the familiar
mad without any direction from the sleeping man, whereas in the other case the
man is truly a driver. Surely, in one sense it can be said that both men exist, bitt
IUerkegaard insists that existence must refer to a quality in the individual,
namely, his conscious participation in an act. Only the conscious driver exists,
and so, too, only a person who is engaged in conscious activity of will and choice
can be truly said to exist. Thus, while both the spectator and the actor exist in a
sense, only the actor is involved in existence.
Kierkegaard’s criticism of rational knowledge was severe. He revolted
against the rational emphasis in Greek wisdom, which, he charged, had penne
ated subsequent philosophy and Christian theology. His specific argument was
that Greek philosophy had been too greatly influenced by a high regard for
mathematics. Although he did not want to reject either mathematics or science in
their proper uses, he did reject the assumption that the mode of thought charac
teristic of science could be successfully employed when trying to understand
human nature. Mathematics and science have no place for the human individual,
only for the general, the universal. Likewise, Platonic philosophy emphasizes the
universal, the Form, the True, the Good. Plato’s whole assumption was that if
one knew the Good he would do it. Kierkegaard thought that such an approach to
ethics was a faLsification of man’s real predicament. IThat Kierkegaard ‘vanted to
underscore was that even when a person has knowledge, he is still in the predica.
ment of having to make a decision. The grand formulations of philosophical
systems are, in the long run, only prolonged detours, which eventually come to
nothing unless they lead attention back once again to the individual. To be sure,
there are problems that can be solved by mathematics and science as well as by
ethics and metaphysics. But over against such universal or general problems
stands life, each person’s life, making demands upon the individual, and at these
critical moments general and abstract thought do not help. Kierkegaard saw in
the Biblical story of Abraham the typical condition of man: and “God did tempt

And he said, take
Abraham and said unto him, Abraham: and he said, here I am.
of knowledge
now thy son, thine only son, Isaac, whom thou lovest.” What kind
sacrifice his sort? The most
can help Abraham decide whether to obey God, to
becomes aware of
poignant moments in life are personal, where the individual
not denied by rational
himself as a subject. This subjective element is obscured if
those characteris
thought, which considers only’ man’s objective characteristics,
up each per
makes
what
is
subjectivity
But
common.
tics that all men have in

give the whole truth
son’s unique existence. For this reason, objectivity cannot

mathematical, and scientific
about the individual self. That is why rational,
thought are incapable of guiding man to genuine existence.
notion he meant
Truth, said Kierkegaard, is subjectivity. By this strange
available “out there” a
that for existing. striving, deciding persons there is not
James, who said
prefabricated truth. Anticipating the pragmatic view of Villiam
that what is “out there”
that “truth is made” by an act of will, Kierkegaard wrote
highest truth attainable for an
is “ati objective uncertainty; he argued that “the
held fast in the most
Existing individual” is simply “an objective uncertainty
Whatever tnay have been his criticism of
passionate personal experience
ignorance a good example of
Plato, he did nevertheless find in Socrates’ claim to
which Socrates held fast
this notion of truth, saving that “the Socratic ignorance
thus an expression of the
with the entire passion of his personal experience, vas
individual-” This would
principle that the eternal truth is related to the Existing
important or decisive
suggest that the cultivation of the mind is not the only
and ntatudt of personal
thing in life. Of more consequence is the development
ity.
distinguished be
In describing man’s existential situation, Kierkegnanl
ought to be, or
he
and what
tween man’s present estate, that is, what he now is,
the life of man
in
movement
what he is essentially. There is, says Kierkegutrd, a
to exis
essence
from
movement
from his essential to his e.ristentiol condition, a
terms
in
made
is
theology
tence. The traditional explanation of this movement in
a
into
doctrine
this
of the doctrine of sin, of the Fall. Kierkegaard translated
own
his
over
anxiety
profound psychological analysis, in which he isolated man’s
from his essential being.
finthide as the cause of his estrangement or alienation
something to overconle
Sensing his insecurity and finitucle, a person tries to ‘‘do
his problem by adding
his flnihde, and invariably what he does only aggravates
tltrotigltont his analysis
guilt and despair to his anxiety. Kierkegaard has in mind
nature entails his relation to
the Christian understanding of man. Man’s essential
of Itis alienation from
God, the infinite. His existential condition is a consequence
further from God, his alienation
God. If, then, a person’s actions drive him even
any help to lose oneself in
and despair are compounded. This is why it is not of
collectivity, whether rich or poor
a crowd. Vhatever be the nature of a crowd or
a church—in every’ case, says
or political in makeup, or even a congregation iii
by reason of the fact
}Gerkegaard, “a crowd in its very concept is the imtntth,
and irresponsible or at least
that it renders the individual completely impenitent
fraction.” Being in a
weakens his sense of responsibility by reducing it to a
by diluting the self. From
crowd, in shod, immakes one’s nature as an inclividttal

t

I
the point of view of Christian faith, being thus immersed In a crowd appears as

cannot be made by thinking alone but must be achieved by making a decision, or

an attempt upon man’s part to derive some meaning for his existence, But this is
a wrong attempt, for “to relate oneself to God is a far higher thing than to be
related to” any other thing, whether a person, race, or even church. Until man
does actualize his essential self in God, says Kierkegaard, his life is hill of anxiety.
His anxiety is caused by his awareness, however obscure, of a deep alienation of
his existential from his essential self. This alienation creates in man a dynamic
drive to recover his essential self. lii describing this dynamic movement, Kierke
gaard speaks of the “stages on life’s way.”
Kierkegaard’s analysis of the “three stages” represents a sharp contrast to
Hegel’s theory of the gradual development of a person’s self-consciousness.
Whereas Hegel expounded the dialectic movement of the mind as it moves from
one stage of intellectual awareness to another through the process of thinking,
Kierkegaard described the movement of the self from one level of existence to
another through an act of will, an act of choice. Hegel’s dialectic moves gradually
toward a knowledge of the universal, whereas lGerkegaard’s dialectic involves the
progressive actualization of the individual. Whereas Hegel overcomes the antith
esis by a conceptual act, Kierkegaard overcomes it by the act of personal comnut
m ent.
The first stage in this dialectic process,s’ys Kierkegaard, is the aesthc’tic
stage. At this level, a person behaves according to his impulses and emotions.
Although he is not simply sensual at this stage, he is for the most part governed
by his senses. For this reason, the aesthetic person knows nothing of any imiver
sal moral standards. lie has no specific religious belief. Flis chief motivation is a
desire to enjoy the widest variety of pleasures of the senses. His life has no
principle of limitation except his own taste; he resents anything that would limit
his vast freedom of choice. At this stage an individual can exist inasmuch as lie
deliberately chooses to be an aesthetic man. But even though existence can be
achieved at this level, Kierkegaard injects the element of quality into the matter
of existence. Later existentialists were to speak of this quality in terms of authen
ticity. That is, an individual on the aesthetic level is aware, notwithstanding his
variety of sense experiences, that his life consists, or ought to consist, of more
than his emotive and sense experiences. Kierkegaurd distinguishes between man’s
capacity to be spirit on the one hand and sensuousness on the other, calling the
first the building and the second the cellar. Man, he ways, “prefers to dwell in
the cellar.” To be able to make this distinction about someone else is one thing;
but for each individual to have an awareness of these two possibilities within
himseff is what triggers the dialectic movement in the individual. The antithesis
of the sensual drive is the lure of the spirit. In experience, this conflict produces
anxiety and despair when the individual discovers that he is in fact living in the
“cellar” but that life at this level cannot possibly produce his authentic self,
cannot result in true existence. The individual is now face to face with an either
or; either he remains on the aesthetic level with its fatal attractions, whose limi
tations he knows, or he moves to the next stage. This transition, says Kierkegaard,

by an act of will, by a commitment.
The second level is the ethical stage. Unlike the aesthetic man, who has no
universal standards but only his own taste, the etlucal man does recognize and
accept rifles of conduct that reason fomudates. Moral rules give the ethical man’s
life the elements of form and consistency. Moreover, the ethical man accepts the
limitations upon his life that moral responsibility imposes. Kierkegaard illustrates
the contrast between the aesthetic man and the etlucal man in their attitude
toward sexual behavior, saying that whereas the former yields to his impulses
wherever there is an attraction, the ethical man accepts the obligations of mar
riage as an expression of reason, the universal reason of man. If Don Juan exein
plifies the aesthetic man, it is Socrates who typifies the ethical man or the reign of
the universal moral law. The ethical man has the mood of moral self-sufficiency;
he takes a firm stand on moral questions and, as Socrates argued, assumes that to
know the good is to do the good. For the most part, the etlucal man considers
moral evil as being a product either of ignorance or of weakness of will. But the
time comes, says Kierkegaurd, when the dialectic process begins to work in the
consciousness of the ethical man. He begins to realize that he is involved in
something more profound than an inadequate knowledge of the moral law or
insufficient strength of will. lie is, in short, doing sometlung more serious than
merely making mistakes. The ethical man ultimately comes to realize that he is in
fact incapable of fulfilling the moral law, that he deliheratelv violates that law
and therefore he becomes conscious of his guilt. Guilt, or the sense of sin, says
Kierkegaard, becomes the dialectic element, the antithesis, which places before
man a new either—or. Now he must either remain at the ethical level and tn to
fulfill the moral law, or he must respond to his new awareness, the awareness of
his own finihide and estrangement from God to whom he belongs and from
whom he must derive his strength. Again, man’s movement from the ethical to
the next stage cannot he aclueved by thinking alone hut by an act of coTnmit
ment, by a leap of faith.
The difference between faith and reason is particularly striking for Kierke
gaard when man arrives at the third level, or the religious stage. Man’s movement
from the aesthetic to the ethical level required an act of choice and commitment;
it ushered man into the presence of reason inasmuch as the moral law is an
expression of the universal reason of man. But the movement from the ethical to
the religious level is quite different. The leap of faith does not bring one into the
presence of a God who can be philosophically or rationally described as the
Absolute and Knowable Truth (and therefore objective) but into the presence of
a Subject. The secret of religious consciousness, says Kierkegaard, is that the
existing individual cannot pursue God in an “objective way,” or “bring God to
light objectively.” This, says Kierkegaard, “is in all eternity impossible because
God is subject, and therefore exists only for subjectivity in inwardness.” At the
ethical level, it is possible for the existing individual to give his life, as Socrates
did, for the moral law that he rationally mderstands. But when it is a question of
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man’s relation to God, there is available no rational or conceptual or objective
knowledge about this relationship. The relationship between God and each mdi
vidual is a unique and subjective experience. There is no way, prior to the actual
relationship, to get any knowledge about it. Any attempt to get such objective
knowledge about it is, says Kierkegaard, entirely an approximation process. Only
an act of faith can assure the existing individual of his personal relation to God.
That he must find his self-fulfillment in God becomes clear to him as he discovers
the inadequacy of his existence at the aesthetic and ethical levels. Through de
spair and guilt he is brought to the decisive moment in life when he confronts the
final either-or of faith. The existence of God is suggested to man in his awareness
of his self-alienation, that subjective awareness of the contrast between his exis
tential and his essential self. That God has disclosed Himself in Christ is a further
complication, indeed a paradox. To say, as Christian faith does, that God, the
infinite, is revealed in Christ, the finite, is an extraordinary affront to human
reason, “to the Jews a stumbling block and to the Greeks foolishness.” But Kier
kegaard wanted to maintain that the only way to cross the span between man
and God, that “infinite qualitative distinction between thne and eternity,” is not
through speculative reason, not even Hegel’s, but through faith. Again, truth for
}Uerkegaard was a subjective matter, a consequence of commitment. Without
risk, said Kierkegaard, there is no faith. And with faith, the existing indMdiial
realizes his true self.
Kierkegaard’s existentialism can be summed up in his statement that: “Ev
ery human being must be assumed in essential possession of what essentially
belongs to being a man.” This being the case, “the task of the subjective thinker
is to transform himself into an instrument that clearly and definitely expresses in
existence whatever is essentially human.” This is Kierkegaard’s central point,
namely, that each person possesses an essential self, which he ought to actualize.
This essential self is fixed by the very fact that man must inescapably become
‘related to God. To be sure, man can exist at any one of the three stages along
life’s way. But the experience of despair and guilt creates in man an awareness of
qualitative differences in various modes of existence, that some modes of human
existence are more authentic than others. But arriving at authentic existence is
not a matter of the intellect; it is a matter of faith and commitment, a continuous
process of choice by the existing individual in the presence of varieties of eitheror.
HUSSERL’S PHENOMENOLOGY
A major source of contemporary existentialism is the phenomenology of Edmund
Husserl. The connection between existentialism and phenomenology is not al
ways obvious since so much of Husserl’s philosophy is cast in technical and even
special scientific language, whereas existentialism focuses upon the immediate
human concerns of man’s daily existence. Phenomenologv is rationalistic whereas
existentialism is concerned with such practical issues as making choices, deci
sions, and personal commitments. Moreover, a significant element in Husserl’s

phenomenology is the act of detachment, of standing back from the realm of
experienced existence in order to understand it, whereas existentialism urges a
life of thorough-going engagement and involvement as the surest way of creating
meaning for human existence. Although there are these and other differences
between existentialism and phenomenology, it is the spectacular spread of exis
tentialism that has has brought Husserl’s thought before a wider audience. Hus’
serl can rightly be called the “father” of phenomenology, but he is also the first in
a line of thinkers who together encompass many modes of existentialism and
phenomenology. Among those influenced by Husserl’s insights in various ways
were the philosophers Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, and Sartre.
Edmtmd Husserl was born in the Mornvian province of Prossnitz in 1859,
the same year in which were born Henri Bergson and John Dewey. After his
early education in that province, he went to the University of Leipzig where
during 1876 to 1878 he studied physics, astronomy and mathematics and found
time to attend lectures by the philosopher Vilhelm Vundt. Husserl continued his
studies at the Friederich Wilhelm University in Berlin and later, in 1881, he went
to the University of Vienna where, in 1883, he earned his Ph.D. for his disserta
tion on “Contributions to the Theory’ of the Calculus of “ariations.” Dining 1884
to 1886, he attended the lectures of Franz Brentano (18,38—1917) who became a
most significant influence in Hussed’s philosophical development especially
through his lectures on Flume and John Stuart Mill and his treatment of problems
in ethics, psychology, and logic. On Brentano’s advice, Husserl went to the Uni
versity of Hafle where in 1886 he became an assistant under Carl Stitmpf
(1884—1936), the eminent psychologist under whose dircction he “rote his first
book, Philosophy of Arithmetic (1891). His Logical Investigations appeared in
1900 and in the same year he was invited to join the philosophy faculty at the
University of Gottingen. It was here that Husserl spent sixteen productive years
writing such important works as his Lectures on Phenomenology (1904—1905),
Lectures on Phenomenology of Inner Time Consciousness (1905—1910), The Idea
of Phenomenology (1906—1907), Philosophy as a Rigorous Science (1911) and the
first volume of his Ideas (1913). In 1916 Husserl became a full professor at
Freiburg where he taught until 1928. Here he wrote the last two volumes of his
Ideas (1912—), First Philosophy (1923—), Phenornenological Psychology
(1925—) and Format and Transcendental Logic (1928). In 1928 Husserl applied
for retirement. Then, between 1929 and 1936 he published two major works,
Cartesian Meditations (1931) and the first part of his book Philosophy and the
Crisis of European Man (1936). Because of his Jewish origins, HiLsserl was forbid
den to participate in academic activities after 1933. Although lie was offered a
professorship by the University of Southern California, Husscrl declined the of
fer, and after several months of sul1ering, he died of pleurisy at the age of 79 in
1938 at Freiburg in Breisgau.
Husserl’s philosophy evolved gradually through several phases. His early
interest was in logic and mathematics; next, he developed an early version of
phenomenology focused chiefly upon a theory of knowledge: then, he moved on
to a view of phenomenology as a universal foundation for philosophy and sci
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ence; and finally he entered a phase in which his life-world, Lehcnsivelt, idea
became a more dominant theme in his phenomenology. It is no wonder, then,
that Husserl’s philosophy shmild have had a variety of influences upon different
scholars at various times. For example, Martin Heidegger, who became Husserl’s
assistant at Freiburg in 1920, had been familiar during Ins student days with
Husserl’s work in logic and his earlier writings in phenomenology. As his assistant
during 1920—1923, Heidegger worked closely with Husserl. Together they pre
pared art article on phenomenologv for the Encyclopaedia Britannica. Heidegger
also prepared some of Husserl’s earlier lectures for publication. Even after Hei
degger left in 1923 to become a professor at Marburg, he continued his close
association with Husserl. As time passed, however, Heidegger found it difficult to
share Husserl’s novel developments, especially those dealing with transcendental
phenomenologv. In his major work, Being and Time, Heidegger was critical of
Husserl’s method and his distinctive view of the ego. By the time Heidegger
succeeded to Husserl’s chair at Freiburg in the fall oF 1928 their relationship had
begun to weaken and eventually came to an end.
Similarly, although Saftre was deeply influenced by Husserl’s writings
“hen he studied German phenomenologv at Freibtu-g, he eventually came to
believe that Heidegger’s modification of Husserl’s view was philosophically more
significant. Nevertheless, it was Sartre who upon his return to Paris from Ger
many in 1934 called Nlerleau-Ponty’s attention to Husserl’s book Ideas and urged
him to study it carefully. Merleau-Ponty was extremely impressed by several
distinctive elements in Husserl’s phenomenology and was inspired to work fur
ther in Thissed’s writings, being particularly influenced by Husserl’s Philosophy
and the Crisis of European Ian. Mtliorigh Merleau-Ponty was thoroughly famil
iar with Husserl’s ideas as interpreted by Heidegger and Sartre, he made his own
extensive study of the original documents and he even went to Louvain where he
had access to the Husserl archives which contain over 40,000 pages of Husserl’s
manuscripts written in short-hand and which are gradually becoming available
through transcriptions and translations. What we find, then, without analyzing all
the details, is that Husserl exerted a strong influence upon Heidegger, Merleau
Ponty and Sartre, the leading exponents of phenomenology and existentialism.
His influence upon these younger philosophers was different at various stages of
their philosophical development. And, even though they rejected many of Hus
serl’s key ideas, their finished works bear the imprint of his phenomenology.
Naturalism and the Collapse of Reason Before answering the question “What
is Phenomenologv?,” it is helpful to ask “What prompted Husserl to invent Phe
nomenologv in the first place?” Husserl’s philosophy grows out of his deep con
viction that W7estern culture has lost its true direction and purpose. His mood is
reflected in the title of his last major philosophical work, Philosophy and the
Crisis of European iIan. The “crisis” consists of philosophy’s departure from its
true goal, which is to provide the best possible answers to man’s human and
humane concerns, to deal rigorously with man’s quest for the lughest values, and,
in short, to develop the unique broad range capacities of human reason. Husserl
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described the “crisis” as the “seeming collapse of rationalism” and he set hi:
lifetime objective as “saving human reason.” What human reason has to be save
from according to Husserl provides the background for lus phenomenology.
The key to the crisis of Western man is the enterprise of “natural science.’
Husserl is profoundly impressed by the brilliant successes of natural science
Indeed, his ultimate objective is to save human reason by developing philosoph:
into a rigorous science. His criticism is therefore not directed at science as sucl
but rather at the assumptions and methods of the natural sciences. Husscrl he
lieves that the natural sciences have over the years developed a faulty attitude ii
Western man regarding what the world is like and how best to know it. Th
natural sciences rest upon the fatal prejudice that nature is basically physical am
that the realm of spirit or “soul,” the realm of knowing, valuing, and judging, ii
short, the realm of culture, is causally based upon corporeality. The possibility o
formulating a self-contained science of the spirit is rejected by the natural scien
Ust, and this rejection, says Husserl, explains to a large degree the crisis of mod
em man. To insist that the realm of spirit must be understood after the marine
of the physical sciences reflects, says Husserl, the “naïveté” of modern scientifi’
rationalism. That makes this rationalism naïve is that it expresses the questior
able assumption of the various fonns of naturalism which is that physical natur
envelops everything. This means, for example, that all psychology is psychophys
ical. It means, moreover, that knowledge and truth are “objective,” based upon
“reality” beyond the self. Just how this “objectivism” of naturalism constitute
the naïveté of modern rationalism is explained by Husserl as a fundamenb
departure from the original philosophical attitude developed in Greece.
The distinctive Greek attitude as exemplified in Socrates, Plato, and ArF
totle was that the task of philosophy is to search for universal ideal norms fc
man’s thought and behavior. Philosophy had transformed the earlier prephik
sophical mode of human existence which was characterized as a naïvely direc
living immersed in the world, in a world constantly there. Life in this state wi
practical and even the developing mythologies and early religions supported th
basically practical concerns of individuals and larger groups. In this conditio
there was no culture of ideas in the sense of ideas reaching beyond the immed
ate boundaries of local experience and practical interests. That Greek philos
phy did, says Husserl, was to develop a new kind of outlook or attitude, name1’
a universal critique of all life and its goals. This was a critique of all systems
culture that had grown up in the life of mankind. The positive side of th
critique was its aim of raising mankind through universal reason toward a rad
cally new humanity, rising above the limited horizons of custom, geography an
social groups. What made this possible was a new conception of truth, a tnit
independent of tradition, universally valid, and capable of infinite reflnemen
Here, then, is the origin of the spiritual life, the culture, of Europe, of Wester
man. ft was in ancient Greece that this new attitude grew up orienting indivic
nals toward their environing world. The systematic formulation of tIns attitude
what the Creeks called philosophy. Correctly translated, says Hu.sscrl, this ph
losophy “bespeaks nothing but universal science, science of the world as a
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of the universal unity of all being.” But it was this one science, philosophy, with
its comprehensive grasp of all nature which included the cultural as well as the
physical, ideas as ‘veil as objects, which ultimately began to splinter into the
several separate sciences. The intervening step was the discovery of how the
world of perceived nature can be changed into a mathematical world, a discovery
which eventually led to the development of the mathematical natural sciences.
Ultimately, the success of the mathematical natural sciences resulted in the
gradual scientific repudiation of the spirit. By steadily focusing upon the environ
ing world, the objective attitude was developed wherein everything was consid
ered to be physical or derived from the physical. To be sure such a view had been
offered earlier by Democritus but had been rejected by Socrates. For Socrates,
man was viewed primarily as having a spiritual life within the context of society.
For Plato and Aristotle, too, man possessed the same Socratic spiritual dimension.
For, while human beings belong to the universe of objective facts, they are
nevertheless persons, egos, who have goals and aims. But with the later success of
the mathematical natural sciences, the methods of the natural sciences were
extended to the knowledge of the spirit. Man’s spirit was now conceived as an
objective fact founded upon corporeality, taking on, Husserl says, “a predomi.
nantly dualistic, i.e., psychophysical form.” Hence, the same causality embraces
the one world in such a way that all explanation of the spirit involves the phys
ical. For this reason, Husserl said that from the attitude of natural science, “there
can be no pure self-contained search for an explanation of the spiritual, no purely
inner-oriented psychology or theory of spirit beginning with the ego in psychicalself-experience and extending to the other psyche. The way that must be traveled
is the external one, the path of physics and chemistry.” He concluded that there
can be no improvement in our understanding of mankind’s true purposes so long
as naturalistic objectivism, with its “naïve” and “absurd” dualistic interpretation
of the world, looks upon spirit after the manner of spatio-temporal objects and
studies spirit according to the methodology of the natural sciences. It ivas his
desire to develop a proper method for grasping the essential nature of the spirit,
to overcome naturalistic objectivism, that led H,isserl to formulate his transcen
dental phenomenology.
That, then, is phenomenology? Some appreciation of this complex philoso
phy with its novel terminology can be gained by even a brief consideration of
some major themes in Husserl’s thought.
Husserl and Descartes Husserl says that “phenomenology must honor Des
cartes as its genuine patriarch.” There are, of course, other influences upon
Husserl’s thought, notably the empiricism of Locke, the skepticism of Hume, the
Copemican revolution of Kant, and the pragmatism of William James. In every
case Husserl went beyond these and others whose insights shaped his own ideas.
Nevertheless, Descartes’ influence vas decisive for it led Husserl to begin where
Descartes began, with the thinking self. However, whereas Descartes sought
through systematic doubt to achieve an absolutely certain foundation for knowl
edge, Husserl formulated the distinctive mood of phenomenology by accepting

only one part of Descartes’ starting point. Husserl says, ‘We thus begin, even’one for himself and in himself with the decision to disregard nfl our present
knowledge. We do not give up Descartes’ guiding goal of an absolute foundation
for knowledge. At the beginning, however, to presuppose even the possibility of
that goal would be prejudice.” Husserl thus takes an even more radical approach
than Descartes did, for he tries to build a philosophy without any presupposi
tions, looking solely to “things and facts themselves, as these are given in actual
experience and intuition.” HILsseri made it a cardinal nile of his method “to
judge only by the evidence” and not according to any preconceived notions or
presuppositions. He sought to recapture man’s prescientific life which is filled
with “immediate and mediate evidences.” Thus, whereas Descartes employed
systematic doubt, Husserl simply withheld any judgment about his experiences,
seeking instead to describe his experiences as fully as possible in terms of the
evidence of experience itself.
Experience obviously revolves around the self, the ego, and for Husserl as
well as for Descartes the source of all knowledge is the ego. But while for Des
cartes the ego becomes the first axiom in a logical sequence which enables him to
deduce, as one would in mathematics, a series of conclusions about reality, Hus
sen sees the ego simply as the matrix of experience. liusserl therelore puts pri
mary emphasis upon experience instead of logic. His concern is to discover and
describe the given in experience as it is presented in its pure fonu and found as
the immediate date of consciousness. Husserl criticizes Descartes for moving
beyond the conscious self, the ego, to the notion of extended substance, a 1)0th’,
which ties the subject to an objective reality producing thereby the mind-body
dualism. Instead, Husserl believed that “pure subjectivity” more accurately de
scribes the actual facts of human experience. Moreover, whereas Descartes em
phasized the two tennis in his famous ego cogito, Husserl believed that a more
accurate description of experience is expressed in the three terms ego eogilo
cogitatum. That is, whereas Descartes emphasized the “I think,” Htisserl makes
the point that to say “I think something” is the typical human experience. In
deed, Himserl’s analysis rests to a significant degree upon the relation he saw
between consciousness, thinking, the thing thought, and the element of intention
ality which “creates” the phenomena of experience.
Phenomena What provides Husserl the term “phenomenologv” as the descrip
tive term for lus philosophy is his refusal to go beyond the only evidence or data
available, namely, the data available to consciousness, and the data derived from
appearances—from phenomena. But unlike theories of knowledge which distin
guish between a knowing mind, on the one hand, and the object of knowledge
the other, Husserl sees virtually no distinction, at least in the preliminary descrip
tion, between consciousness and the phenomenon. Indeed, Husserl’s unique
point is that phenomena, or whatever is, are ultimately contained in the very
subjective act whereby what is is present to consciousness. This is his novel
“attitude,” so contrary to the naturalistic attitude which assumes an objective
physical world independently existing out there. For Jiusserl, knowing is not the
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act of a camera taking pictures of things. Nor is a simple psychological descrim
hon of experience sufficient. Phenomenology goes beyond listing objects given in
experience; it enlarges the act of “description” of experience to include the real
object, our actual perception of it, the object as we mean it, and the act of
intentionality which constitutes the object for us. Thus Husserl brings to his
empiricism the element of “reflection;” that is, lie moves beyond the description
of the superficial aspects of phenomena or appearances to the intricate activity of
consciousness whereby, as Husserl says.,”coiisciosness makes possible and nec
essan’ the fact that such an ‘existing’ and ‘thus detemiined’ Object is intended in
it, occurs in it as such a sense,” In short, we understand the elements of our
experience, phenomena, best by discovering the active role of consciousness in
intending and creating phenomena.
Intenflonalitv For Husserl the clearest fact about human experience is not sim
ply the fact of consciousness but rather that consciousness is always conscious
ness of something. Moreover, the clearest fact about consciousness is that its
essence is to point toward, or to intend, some object. Our perception of things.
our experience, consists of our projection toward intended objects. Thus Hnsserl
believed that the essence of consciousness is intentionality. By intentionality
Husserl means that any object of my consciousness, a house, a pleasure, a num
ber, or another person, is something meant, constructed, constituted, that is,
intended by me. Pure consciousness has no segments—it is a continuous stream.
Our primitive perception consists of the undifferentiated world. The separate
objects of perception are those parts of the stream of consciousness which we as
subjects constitute by intending them. Kant described earlier how the mind
organizes experience by imposing such categories as time, space, and causality
upon sensory experience. Similarly, Bergson said that “in the continuity of sensi
ble qualities we mark off the boundaries of bodies.” For Husserl, too, intention
ality designates the active involvement of the ego in creating our experience.
Indeed, for Husserl, intentionality is the strnchire of consciousness itself and is
also the fundamental category of being. Again, this means that phenomenology
stresses the need to describe the data and activity of consciousness in the process
of discovering reality, instead of looking for reality in things, for things are what
we intend them to be. For example, we perceive a person from a limited perspec
tive, a profile, or iii a given setting, a concert, or at a given time, at school. From
these fragments, which, are parts of reality, our consciousness constitutes, “in
tends,” the person in question. This process of intentionality may not be a con
scious one but rather automatic. For this reason Husserl calls the ego’s constihL
hon of the world a passive genesis. But the question remains just how HLIsserl
arrives at this notion of the intentionality of consciousness. The presence of
intentionality is disclosed through the process Husserl calls phenomenological
epoch if.
Phenomenological Epoche The term epoche is the Greek word for “bracket
ing.” Husserl uses this term to describe his method of “detachment from any
point of view regarding the objective world.” Whereas Descartes began by
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doubting everything, including all phenomena, in short, the world, except hi
thinking self, Husserl in contrast “brackets” all phenomena. all the elements o
experience, by refusing to assert whether the world does or does not exist. FL
abstains from entertaining any belief about experience. Thus Husserl “brackets’
the whole stream of experienced life including objects, other people, and cultura
situations. To bracket all these phenomena means only to look upon them with
out judging whether they are realities or appearances and to abstain from rendet
ing any opinions, judgments or valuations about the world. It is through thi
phenomenological epoche, this standing back from the phenomena of experienc
this ridding his mind of all presuppositions and prejudiccs which enabled Hussci
to discover himself as the ego, the life of consciousness, in which and throng
which the objective world in its entirety exists. Unlike Descartes, who deduce
the objective world from the residual certainty of the ego. Hiisserl found that th
for me th
ego “contained” the world. In his Pads Lectures, Husserl says:
world is nothing other than what I am aware of and what appears valid in suc
cogitationes (my acts of thought). The whole meaning and reality of the worl
rests exclusively on such cogitationes. My entire worldly life takes its cmii’s
within these. I cannot live, experience, think, value and act in any world which
not in some sense in me, and derives its meaning and truth from me.”
Husserl said that “we must not make assertions about that which we do in
ourselves see.” For this reason, Husserl rejects those portions of Descartes’ an
Kant’s philosophies which go beyond the immediate phenonwnal realm, vh:
Husserl terms the transcendental realm, the world of experience. Kant’s (listin
tion between the phenomenal (experience) and the nounzenal (the thing-in-itsel
or the transcendent) is unacceptable to Husserl, notwithstanding the many sun
larities between his and Kant’s phiosoplues. Husserl rigorously hTnits the scope
philosophy to the realm of experience and that is why it is called transcendent
phenomenologrj. By bracketing the realm of experience, that is, by affecting U
transcendental epoche, Husserl is “reduced,” that is, led back (re-ducere) to tI
center of reality, namely, the conscious self. It makes no difference, says Hussei
whether we deny or affinn the existence of the world; he says, “the epochë.
discloses the greatest and most magnificent of facts: I and my life remain—in n
sense of reality—untouched by whichever way we decide the issue of wheth’
the world is or is not.” And from his mprejudiced view of 1us experience Husst
concludes that “1 have discovered my true self. I have discovered that I alone a
.Through this ego alone does the being
the pure ego. with pure existence.
the world, and, for that matter, any being whatsoever, make sense to inc am
have possible validity.”
To say, as Husserl does, that only through the ego does the being of tI
world make any sense takes us once again to his notion of intentionality. For U
ego is consciousness, and consciousness is always consciousness of something. B
pure consciousness must be discovered under several layers of presuppositio
and points of view developed by various cultures. It is especially necessan’
overcome the presuppositions of the natural sciences which have led us to belie
that the original objects of experience are the ones as described and detennini
by the sciences. But the objects of science are abstractions and artificial stn
“
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tnt-es as compared with our original experience. The .-‘pocM helps us discover the
original, the primordial, mode of experience and what we find there is conscious
ness and its objects. The irreducible element of experience is the constant pres
ence of the ego as the source of objects and their meanings. Hirsserl says, there
fore, that all objects appear as basically determined by the structure of thinking
itself. The meaning and the being of things is primorthally constituted in and
through consciousness. This is the act of intentionality which HiLcserl held to be
the characteristic property of our consciousness.
The Life-World (Lebenswelt) In order to prepare the way for the rigorous
foundation of his philosophy, Husserl again and again urged the epoche the
bracketing of all presuppositions arid especially the presuppositions of the natural
sciences. To emphasize this point Husserl urged the reduction to, that is the
leading back to, the original form of human experience, the mode of experience
which is prescientific. This is the realm of man’s daily world, his life-world, the
Lebenstoeft. The life-world consists of all those experiences—the perception, re
sponse, interpretation and the synthesis or organization of the many facets of
everyday affairs—in which human beings are typically involved. This life-world is
the source from which the sciences must abstract their objects. To that extent
they provide only a partial grasp of reality. Mitch of the rich and meaningful
elements of experience remain after the sciences have abstracted the elements of
their concern. Indeed, the very nature of being a scientist is unaccounted for by
science itself. Only a rigorous analysis of the way in which the life-world fine
tions in man’s unsophisticated experience as well as in science will provide an
adequate basis for philosophy. In the last analysis, the basic justification or confir
mation of truth is to be found in the type of evidence that derives from events of
the life-world. The totality of these events of the life-world is what Husserl calls
“our world-experiencing life.” Through this notion of the life-world, Husserl
sought to liberate the plulosopher, the phenomenologist, from a point of view
which is dominated by the various natural sciences. For the purpose of an even
more useful mode of science, hut especially in order to liberate the spirit, flusserl
fashioned a way of discovering what the world is like before it is interpreted by
the scientific outlook. Through the epochJ, the life-world emerges as a fresh
terrain for the enterprise of description, opening a new way of experiencing,
thinking, and even theorizing. flusserl thought he had discovered that the
“world” is what we as subjects know it to be for it is, as he says. “the correlate of
the subjectivity which gives it ontic meaning, through whose validities the world
‘is’ at all.” It was this return to the life—world and subjectivity which channeled
many facets of phenomenology into existentialism.

JASPERS AND MARCEL

Kierkegaard’s writings influenced the philosopher Karl Jaspers (1883—1969), who
was a professor at Heidelberg and, after World Var 11, at Basel. Jaspers believes
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that just as philosophy could not be the same again after flume focused such
searching light upon the nature of human knowledge, so now philosophy ca
never return to its earlier modes since IGerkegaard focused upon mali’s huma
condition. Jaspers’ works as a professional philosopher are placed in the setting
the predicament of hventieth-cenbuy man. His chief concern, he says, is the ag
old question of Being, which must now be studied from the vantage point
existence philosophy. The subject of Being and of personal existence has bee
obscured by the overwhelming impact of the scientific mode of thinking upon ft
contemporary mind, in addition, the “human condition” has deteriorated wit
the development of technology, the emergence of mass movements, and ft
loosening of the bonds of religion. In particular, Jaspers comes to the conclusic
that the task of philosophy must be reconsidered in the contemporary worl
especially because of the developments in the various sciences, Each of the
ences has carved out a special area for its subject matter, and each science h
developed its own method. It would seem that a universal science could I
formulated by bringing together in some fonu of unity all the particular sciencc
Could not the unified sciences constitute a single science of Being, of total r&
ity?
Jaspers believes that there could not be a universal science of Being. U
argument is that just as each science functions within strict subject-matter limit
so, also, the aggregate of all the sciences is characterized by a limitation
coverage. The Limitation of science, says Jaspers. is self-imposed- Each scielu
deals with objective data. Hence, each science deals with a particular mode
being, with a particular kind of object. By definition, the sciences “divide u
reality into objects. To think scientifically, then, is to have access to only one ku
of data, namely, objective data. But the content of Being, total reality, Existeiic
is not limited to objective data. The self, the individual, the whole complex ni ti
subject—all this subjectivity is part of Existence. And nowhere is the limitath
of science more apparent than when it tries to study man the individual. The
can be various sciences of man such as psychology, sociology, and anthropolog
but these, says Jaspers, cannot deal with man as an existing self, only as
object: “sociology, psychology and anthropology teach that man is to he regardi
as an object concerning which something can be learnt that will make it possih
to modify this object by deliberate organization.” Jaspers recognizes the va1
and usefulness of each of these sciences. He cannot be considered an antiratic
alist. His argument is, however, that the task of plulosoplty is not the same as tli
of science, that in studying Being. philosophy must not ape the sciences I
treating Being as an object of thought, for that would make out of Being a bei!
among other beings. Science, he argues, is subphilosophic because it does
deal with the unique inner experiences of concrete individual htirnan beilif
Jaspers believes that the task of philosophy is to deal with Existence, who
subject matter is based upon the existential thinker’s immediate inner and p
sonal experience. There is a level of Being, says Jaspers, that the existent
thinker can grasp, a level that is neither purely objective nor purely subjecti
but is the creative source of experience, and this is Existence. Existence, sri
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Jaspers, “is something that can never become a mere object; it is the ‘Source’
whence springs my thinking and acting.” Personal existence, he continues, is the
center and direction of reality; it is an error to reverse this conclusion and to say
that reality consists of objects. For this reason, only someone with a conscious
ness of personal experience can grasp the meaning of Existence. Philosophic
thinking. tmder these assumptions, cannot set out, as Hegel had, “to raise philoso
phy to a science.” Instead, philosophy, says Jaspers, must reaffirm that “tnith is
subjectivity,” that philosophizing means communicating not about objects or
objective knowledge but about the content of personal awareness produced by
the individual’s inner constitution. Existential thinking, says Jaspers, is “the philo
sophic practice of life.”
Mthough Jaspers does not depreciate the technical knowledge of science,
he insists that the “practice of life” requires that human beings bring to this
knowledge some additional reality. MI the principles and laws of science, he
insists, are of no avail “unless individual human beings fIIWIII them with an effec
tive and valuable reality.” The piling-up of knowledge cannot by itself assure any
particular outcome for humanity. “Decisive is a man’s inward attitude,” says
Jaspers, “the way in which he contemplates his world and grows aware of it, the
essential value of his satisfactions—these things are the origin of what he does,”
Philosophy, therefore, must be existence philosophy.
Mthough existence philosophy cannot he reduced to any systematic state
ment, one can nevertheless give, as Jaspers does, some of its characteristics,
Primarily, existence philosophy is the manner of thought through which a person
seeks to become himself. It is a way of thought that does not restrict itself to
knowing objects but rather “elucidates and makes actual the being of the
thinker,” It does not discover solutions in analytic reflection but rather “becomes
real” in the dialogue that proceeds from one person to another in genuine coin
munication. Existence philosophy does not assume that “what man is” is a settled
piece of knowledge, for that would make it not philosophy but, once again,
anthropology, psychology, and sociology. There is the danger that existence phi
losophy may lapse into pure subjectivity, into a restrictive preoccupation with
one’s own ego, into a justification for shamelessness, But Jaspers considers these
possibilities as aberrations, Where it remains genuine, existence philosophy is, he
says, uniquely effective in promoting all that makes man genuinely human. Each
person is “completely irreplaceable. Ve are not merely cases of universal Being.”
The concept of Being, for existence philosophy, arises only in the consciousness
of each concrete human being.
If existence philosophy can be said to have a “function,” it is to make the
mind receptive to what Jaspers calls the l’ransrcndcnl. The human situation is
described as a movement from a knowledge of objects to a second stage where
the individual recognizes in himself the foundations of existence and finally a
third stage where a person becomes consciolLs of striving toward his genuine self.
At this last stage, man discovers his finitude. There are certain “limiting situ
ations” that each man faces as, for example, death, the possibility of one’s own
death. When one experiences an awareness of his own finitude, he simultaneously

becomes aware of its opposite, mmmclv, Being as time Transcendent. This awan
ness of the Transcendent, which traditional theology calls God, is a purely per
sonal experience uicapab!e of specific delineation or proof: it is siniplv an awar
ness that everything, including myself and all objects, is grounded in BeinE
Central to my awareness of the Transcendent is my concurrent awareness of rn
own freedom. In my striving to fulfill my genuine self, I am free to affirm or dcn
my relationship to the Transcendent. Authentic existence, however, requires th
I affirm it. I stand in the presence of a choice, an either-or, without the help c
any scientific proof or even knowledge, only an awareness. In the end, man mm
express a philosophic faith, not unlike Kierkegaard’s leap of faith, which signific
not some mystical union with the Transcendent but a union with the depths c
life,
Like Jaspers, Gabriel Marcel (1889—1973) centered his existentialist philosm
phy upon the problem of Being, particularly upon the human question “What am
P” As Jaspers. also, Marcel writes in a profuse and elusive style, making
virtually impossible to capture his thought in any brief form. There is in Marcel
works, however, a basic distinction, which provides one with a significant clue
his thought. This is the distinction between a problem and a nmqstenj. It is mu
possible, he writes, to answer the qnestion “What am F” by reducing it to
problem, analyzing its parts, and then producing a solution. A problem implit
that we lack some information or knowledge and that all we need to do is look ft
it, engage in “research,” and thereby overcome our temporary ignorance.
problem usually revolves around an object or a relationship between object
Information regarding objects and their relationships can be gathered and calci
lated. But the question “What am F” cannot be reduced to a problem, bccau5
the I is not an object, an it. Although I am some sort of object. since I do have
body, my being is a combination of subject and object: and because the subje
tive part of myself can never be eliminated, I cannot be reduced to a mel
object, and therefore the question about my existence is not merely a problem:
is a mystery. In this context Marcel means by the word mystery certain kinds i
experiences that are permanently incapable of being translated into objects “or
there”; these experiences always include the subject, and these are therefor
matters of mystery.
Marcel says that “the essence of man is to he iii a situation.’’ Fle means I
this that a man’s relation to Being is different from a stone’s. For one thing, “nu
is the only being who can make promises,” a phrase of Nietzsche’s, which Marc
wanted to underscore. To be able to make a promise places one into a uniqr
relationship between himself and another, a kind of relationship that could n’
possibly exist between two objects. This moral dimension of existence led Marc
to believe that the ultimate character of man’s relationships involves the elemem
of fidelity. Fidelity therefore is the major clue to the nature of one’s own cxi
tence, for it is through fidelity that a person continues to shape his life, therel:
expressing his faith in whatever is other than he is, and it is therefore in expre
ing fidelity that a person’s life achieves a responsible and authentic continmit
Fidelity is discovered in friendship and in love, where it has the power to

come the “objectivity” of the other and to produce a new level of intimacy. In a
deeper sense, too, a person affirms Being through fidelity insofar as he responds
to a world that makes demands and in which he assumes responsibilities. This is
the deep existentialist theme in Marcel, which he discovers in the question
“What am P” a question whose answer is illusive because it does not constitute
a problem but is rather a mystery. The element of mystery’ is virtually irreducible
precisely because human existence is a combination of “being and having”
Vhereas having things and ideas can be translated into objective and therefore
cognitive terms, being is always the element of subjectivity. In the end, human
existence derives its deepest meaning from the subjective affirmation of Being
through fidelity. Although he is in no sense a narrow or even orthodox theologian,
Marcel found in the Christian faith the basic spirit of his philosophy, becoming a
convert to the Roman Catholic Church at the age of thirty-nine. Although Kier
kegaard, Jaspers, and Marcel fonnidated their existential philosophies in different
ways, they had in common a religious basis for existentialism. Sartre parts corn’
pany with these men by frankly accepting the assumptions of atheism as the
starting point and foundation for his philosophy of existentialism, a perspective
Sartre derived from Heidegger.
NEIDEGGER
Even before Heidegger ever published anything, his reputation as an extraor
thnaiy thinker spread among students in the German universities, What was
extraordinary about Heidegger as a teacher was that he did not develop a “set of
ideas” or a “system” of philosophy. He produced nothing in the way of a neat
structure of academic ideas which a student could quickly understand and
memorize. He was not interested so much in objects of scholarship as in matters
of thinking. With one bold stroke, he shifted the attention of twentieth-cenhny
Continental philosophy away from traditional concerns about theories and books
and focused instead upon the concerns of thinking individuals. An individual is
born in the world and responds to all his experiences by thinking. Vhat Heideg
ger set out to explore was the deepest nature of an individual’s thinking when he
is thinking as an existing human being.
Born in 1889 in Germany’s Black Forest region, Heidegger received his
preparatory schooling in Constance and Freiburg and was introduced to philoso
phy at the age of seventeen when the pastor of his church gave him Franz
Brentano’s book entitled On the Manifold Meaning of Being according to Aris
totle, This book, though difficult, made such an impression upon the young Hei
degger that it launched him on his lifelong endeavor to explore the meaning of
Being, or “the meaning that reigns in everything that is.” Along the way, Heideg
ger was also influenced by Kierkegaard, Dostoevski, and Nietzsche, from whom
he discovered that some concerns of philosophy are most creatively clarified by
paving attention to concrete and historically relevant problems. At the University
of Freiburg, he began his studies in theology but after four semesters he came
tinder the influence of Husserl and changed his major field to philosophy. Upon

completing his dissertation and some further advanced studies, Heidegger be
came Husserl’s assistant until he was appointed in 1922 as an associate professor
at the University of Marburg. Here, he pursued his studies in Aristotle, formu
lated a fresh interpretation of phenomenology, and was hard at work on a manu
script which was to become his most famous book, In order to facilitate his
promotion, his Dean at Marburg urged him to publish this manuscript, and in
1927, deliberately leaving it incomplete, Heidegger hurriedly published his book
with the title Being and Time. It was this book that became so influential as to be
regarded as the hmdamental source of modem existentialism. One year later, in
1928, Heidegger was chosen to be Husserl’s successor to the chair of philosophy
at Freiburg. He was elected Rector of the University in 1933 and for a brief
period he was a member of the Nazi party. In less than a year, in 1934, he
resigned as Rector and for the next ten years lie taught courses critical of the
Nazi interpretation of philosophy. He was drafted into the “People’s Militia,”
having been declared in 1944 the “most expendable” member of the Frciburg
faculty. The French occupying forces did not permit him to return to his teach
ing until 1951, one year before his retirement. Even after his retirement, he
published several essays and interpretations of the history of philosophy includ
ing a two-volume study on Nietzsche (1961) arid, his last work, The Matter of
Thinking (1969). Heidegger died in 1976 in Freiburg at the age of eighty-six.
In a remarkable way, Heidegger transformed the concept of Being from a
highly abstract and remote concept into a subject of intense concern to every
human being. To be sure, he fashioned a new vocabulary and gave old words
new meanings to convey his philosophical thought. Bitt beneath his sometimes
forbidding language one can grasp his central objective, which is to clarify our
understanding of our own being, or to elucidate the meaning of Being itself.
From his fresh interpretation of the concept of Being, Heidegger produced a new
conception and understanding of man.
Between man and things there is this fundamental difference: only man
can raise the question about his being or about Being itself. The error in tradi
tional philosophy which Heidegger sought to correct was the tendency to think
about man in the same way as we think about things. Ve think about things by
defining them, that is, by listing their attributes or characteristics. Bitt the es
sence of man cannot be accounted for by listing his attributes. Unlike the being
of things, the being of man includes his awareness of his being. Unlike a hammer.
which is simply a kind of being, man, says Heidegger. “always has to be (i.e.
realize) his being as his own”—by which he means that man is aware of the fact
that he faces the possibility of being or not being his own self. Vhethcr one
realizes or fails to realize this possibility of being one’s unique self is a matter
entirely of one’s personal decision. In his awareness that he faces possibilities,
that he must make decisions, that he might fail to realize his true self, man
becomes aware not only of his own being but of Being itself. Only man, unlike
things, has a relation to his own being, because only man finds himself as
“thrown into the world” and as having to choose how to be. For man, being his
unique self is a continuous task imposed upon him. Moreover, only man has such

urgent experiences as anxiety, fear, care, and a concern about death. These and
other human experiences lead a person to ask not oniy the hunted question about
his own being but also the larger question of what it means to be.
The word “man” can be deceptive, says Heidegger. because in the history
of philosophy definitions of man have tended to resemble the definition of things.
To think of man as, for example, Descartes did, as mind and body, placed the
emphasis upon man as a combination of these two substances. As such, man was
set off as a knowing subject lacing a world as a known or knowable object. To
view man and his relation to the world in these terms is to have a distorted view
of both man and the world. Instead, Heidegger takes the lead from phenomenol
ogy and seeks to avoid defining man in terms of properties or attributes that
divide man from the world. Phenomenology focuses rather upon the full texture
of experience without separating it into discrete parts. Heidegger took seriously
the meaning of the Greek work “phenomenon” as ‘that which reveals itself.”
What he thought he discovered by letting our human existence reveal itself was
something quite different from our conventional conception of man. For this
reason, Heidegger coined a new word to describe more accurately the experience
of human existence: that word is Dasein, which in German means simply “being
there.” Man is best described as his unique mode of being rather than defined as
an object. As Heidegger points out, “because we cannot define Dasei&s essence
by citing a ‘what’ of the kind that pertains to [an objectj ...we have chosen to
designate this entity [man] as ‘Dasein,’ a term which is purely an expression of its
being.” Man as Dasein, or “being there” in the world, is a continuous being who
thinks about the meaning of everything that is, not for any particular result, but
because he is a “thinking, that is, a musing being.” If, then, we ask what is the
essence of man, the answer lies not in some attributes or properties but rather in
how man exists.
The basic condition or state of man (Daseiii) is his being-in-the-world. To
these familiar words being-in-the-world Heidegger provides his novel analysis
and interpretation by further elucidating the essential nature of Dasein (man).
He asks us to think of our ordinary daily experiences which he calls “average
eveiydayness,” as the first step in discovering how we become most familiar with
the world. To be in the world as Dasein is not the same as one thing being in
another thing, as water is in a glass or as clothes are in a closet. Dasein, that is,
man, is in the world in the sense of “dwelling upon” of “being familiar with,” or
“I look after something.” Here the emphasis is not upon one object related in
space to another object but rather upon a mode of understanding. To say, for
example, that “she is in love” does not refer to her location but rather to her
mode of being. Similarly, to say that nian is in the world is not only to place him
in space but to describe the stmchire of lus existence which makes it possible for
him to think meaningfully about the world.
The world is not a collection of things set over against man as though man
is one kind of thing and the contents of the world another kind. Here we discover
the reason Heidegger uses the word Dusein instead of man, even though Dasein
represents Heidegger’s new conception of man. Instead of viewing man solely as
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encapsulated in his body, the word Dasein is used to emphasize man’s being as a
wide “field.” This wide—field dimension of man is the world. As Heidegger points
out, “The world is not a way of characterizing those entities which Dasein essen
tially is not; it is rather a characteristic of Dasein itself.”
To indicate how the world is a characteristic of Dasein, Heidegger de
scribes the unique way we encounter everything in everyday experience: we
encounter things as “gear,” as what they are for, in short, as utensils. Take, for
example, a hammer. Our first encounter with a hammer is how we use it. We use
it as a utensil to accomplish some purpose. The more I hammer the less I am
aware of the hammer as an object. There seems to be no distance between me
and the hammer. Heidegger distinguishes between something that is “ready-tohand” (available for its purpose) and “present-at-hand” (simply an object). Each
of these ways of “seeing” the hammer is different. When the hammer is working
well, we appear to be one with it. We ‘see” it as part of a project, fulfilling its
purpose within a context of various purposes included in the project. If the
hammer breaks, we “see” it in a different way, as a thing, an object. What is
significant is that the same thing can be seen in two such different ways. The
hammer ready-to-hand, available for a purpose, a project, is revealed as an item
with a special purpose by a kind of sight which Heidegger calls “circumspec
tion.” A tool or utensil is chosen not by inspecting its properties first and then
inferring its purpose from those properties. Ve see its purpose first. This point is
fundamental in Heidegger’s thought for it means that it is not the propedies of a
thing which determine whether it is a utensil, on the one hand, or an object, on
the other; rather, it is Dasein’s own projection of the context within vhich any
item assumes its unique role that explains our different views of that item. More
over, an item, such as a hammer, has a purpose only in relation to a project that
involves several other purposes. No item possesses any properties which throw
light on other purposes in the project; for example, no properties in the hammer
indicate that a ladder will also be needed to hammer nails on the roof. Any
particular item has meaning only as it is related to other purposes. It is this
network of relations of purposes which is disclosed prior to our encounter with
things as utensils and which gives us the understanding of items as being utensils;
it is the essence of Daseth that it projects this network or context of purposes,
and this is what it means to say that Dasein is the world. There can be different
worlds even composed of the same things because of the different ways individ
uals project “their” world. We speak of “a woman’s world” or compare the
different worlds projected by our different moods.
Dasein, Heidegger’s broad designation of human existence, is where the
“world” takes place. Dasein possesses a threefold stnicture which makes possible
the projection of the world. One stnichire is understanding: this is Dasein’s
projecting of the context of purposes and their interrelationships within which
any particular thing derives its meaning. A second stnichwe is Dasein’s mood:
oar mood has a bearing upon how we will encounter our environment; in a
despairing or joyful mood our projects will open up as either despairing or jo
hil—despairing or joyful are not mere attitudes but describe our manner of
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existence and the way the world exists for us. The third structure is discourse:
only something that can be formulated in speech can he understood and become
subject to our moods. Together these three structures in their interrelationship
represent the essential structure of Dasein’s existence.
If we ask again what it means for a hinnan being to be, we must recall
everything that has been said above about Dacein. In addition Heidegger empha
sizes the element of time in human existence. We know time, he says, because we
know we are going to die. Man’s existence is therefore temporal. Man attempts to
deny his temporality, to evade the inevitability of his limited existence. As
Dasein, each person is situated here and now in the present facing future possi
bilities. Of his many moods, man’s fundamental mood, says Heidegger, is the
mood of anxiety. Anxiety arises out of man’s awareness of the precarious nature
of his Being. Not only is man “thrown into the world” without asking to be there,
but he must constantly become his true self by making appropriate decisions.
Along the way, man experiences a “fallenness,” a loss of his “authentic” charac
ter. His authentic existence requires that he recognize and affirm his own unique
self with his responsibility for his every action. A person’s drift into an inauthen
tic existence is subtle but in every ease it involves a tendency to escape from
one’s self by finding refuge in a public self, in an impersonal identity, the imper
sonal “one” in contrast to the concrete “I.” The inauthentic person behaves as
“one” is expected to instead of as “I” ought to. He rends and judges music, art,
and literature as “one” is expected to; in public he suppresses any urge to be
unique, to excel. He levels himself downward toward an averageness and behaves
like the avenge “eveiyman.” In this way, it is the “one” who is responsible for
what happens to him since the “one” has taken over his decisions: there is no
“one” in particular, certainly not the “I,” who is answerable for anything. But a
person cannot indefinitely avoid confronting his ti-tie self. Anxiety intrudes. For
Heidegger, anxiety is not simply a psychological state; it is rather a mode of
man’s being. Nor is anxiety similar to fear. Fear has an object, a snake or an
enemy against which it is possible to defend oneself. But anxiety refers to noth
ing, precisely to no-thing. Anxiety reveals the presence of “nothingness” in our
being. There is no way to alter the presence of nothingness in the center of our
being, the inevitability that we shall die. VJien a person affirms his authentic self,
when he sees transparently what and who he is, he discovers that in Ins inauthen
tic existence he has been trying to do the impossible, namely, to hide the fact of
his limitations and his temporality.

SARTRE
Born in 1905, Jean-Paul Sartre was the son of Jean-Batiste, a naval officer, and
Anne-Marie Schweitzer, a first cousin of the theologian and jungle doctor. Sartre
was educated at the École Normale Supédeure in Paris, exhibiting at an early age
his precocious gift for literan’ expression. He was attracted to philosophy while at
the École Normale by Henri Bergson whose Essai stir Its donnée-s imméd kite-s de
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to conscience left him “howled over” and with the feeling that “philosophy is

absolutely terrific, you can learn the truth through it.” He spent the year 1934—35
at the Insfitut Français in Berlin where he studied Husserl’s phenomenology.
Sartre wrote his Transcendental Ego (1936) in Germany while at the Institut,
and, as he says, “I wrote it actually under the direct influence of Husserl..., It
was in Berlin also that he worked on his novel Nausea which he considered his
best work even at the end of his career. In that novel, Sartre deals with the
pathological feeling one has upon experiencing through intuition the accidental
and absurd nature 0f existence, the feeling that human existence is “contingent”
and without explicit purpose. Because he could not find words adequate to de
roman
scribe this philosophical insight to the reader, “I had to garb it in a more
active
in
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Heidegger at this time influenced Sartre very strongly and were, he ays, “full of
observations which later found their way into Being and Nothingness.” For a
brief period, he taught at the lycee at Havre, the lycee Henri IV, and the lycee
Gordorcet, afterward resigning to devote himself exclusively to his writings
which ultimately numbered over thirty volumes. As a sequel to Being and Notli.
ingness (1943), Sartre wrote another major work entitled Critique of Dialectical
fleason (1960). His last book was the three-volume work on Flaubert (The idiot of
the Family, 1971—72). Although Satire was deeply influenced by Marxism and
continued to be a political activist, he was never a member of the Communist
party. While some commentators sought to moralize about Marxism they were
not very successful, says Satire, “because it was pretty hard to find much in
Marxism to moralize about.” His own criticism of Marxism was that it provided
no explicit role for morality and freedom. Nor should one consider, says Sartre,
“that morality is a simple superstructure, but rather that it exists at the very level
of what is called infrastructm-e.” Because of his commitment as an activist, he
resisted personal acclaim, and when he was awarded the Nobel Prize in Litera
ture in 1964, he refused to accept it on the ground that he did not want to be
“transformed into an institution.” While still a student at the elite École Normale
Superieure he met a fellow student, Simone de Beauvoir, with whom he enjoyed
a lifelong companionship. He lived simply and with few possessions in a small
apartment on the Left Bank in Paris. In declining health and viitial]y blind,
Sartre died on April 15, 1960, at the age of seventy-four.
Existentialism Sartre’s name has become identified with existentialism primar
ily because he took the more technical writings of the contemporary German
philosophers, especially Heidegger, who had probed into the meaning of Being
through the deep recesses of man’s anxious and restless soul and expressed their
findings with great lucidity and popular appeal. What had appeared first in the
heavy language of philosophy now came forth from Satire’s pen in the open and
captivating style of novels and short stories. As a philosopher, Satire was himself
capable of writing about existentialism in the most exacting and complex style,
which one finds in his massive major book Being and Nothingness (L’Etre et Fe
Meant, 1943). But his best known work is his lecture Existentialism Is a Human
isni (L’Existentialisme est tin humanisine), published in 1946, a work which has
become famous because of its brilliance and despite Satire’s later desire to define
existentialism in somewhat different terms.
Satire’s version of existentialism is the product of a special mixture of at
least three contempontn’ modes of thought, stemming from Man, Husserl, and
Heidegger. That these three strands of tholLght had in common for Satire was
their concern about mans active role in forging his own destiny. Man had
expressed his passion for action when he wrote that “hitherto philosophers had
merely understood the world; the point, however, is to change it.” Husserl also
focused his new brand of philosophy, which he called phenomenologrj, on the
individual, saving that “true philosophy should seek its foundation exclusively in
man and, more specifically, in the essence of his concrete worldly existence.”
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only as a means for understanding Being, Satire became preoccupied almost
solely with the existence of the individual. Accordingly, Sartre’ s classical formu
lation of the basic principle of existentialism, namely, that existence precedes
essence, is a reversal not only of Heidegger’s intentions but of traditional meta
physics, which ever since Plato’s time has said that essence precedes existence.
What does it mean to say that existence precedes essence, and how does
this formula bear upon our understanding of human nature? Satire argues that
we cannot explain the nature of man in the same way that we describe an article
of manufacture. When we consider, for example, a paper knife, we know that’ it
has been made by someone who had in his mind a conception of it, including
what it would be used for and how it would be made. Thus, even before it is
made, the paper knife is already conceived of as having a definite purpose and as
being the product of a definite process. If by the essence of the paper knife we
mean the procedure by which it was made and the purposes for which it was
produced, the paper knife’s essence can be said to precede its existence. To look
upon a paper knife is to understand exactly what its useful pin-pose is. Vhen we
think about man’s nature, we tend to describe him also as the product of a maker,
of a creator, of God. Ve think of God most of the time, says Satire, as a “super
nal artisan,” implying that when God creates, He knows precisely what He is
creating. This would mean that in the mind of God the conception of man is
comparable to the conception of the paper knife in the mind of the artisan. Each
individual, in this view, is the fulfillment or realization of a definite conception,
which resides in God’s understanding.
Mthough it is true that some of the philosophers of the eighteenth century,
including Diderot, Voltaire, and Kant, were either atheists or else suppressed the
idea of God, they nevertheless retained the notion, distinctive of the theist, that
man possesses a “human nature,” a nature that is found in every man. Each man,
they said, is a particular example of the universal conception of Man. Whatever
may be the level of development to which various men have attained, whether
they be primitive natives, men in the state of nature, or cultured bourgeois, they
all have the same fundamental qualities and are therefore all contained in the
same definition or conception of Man. In short, they all possess the same essence,
and their essence precedes their concrete or historic existence, which they con
front in experience.
Sartre turned all this around by taking atheism seriously. lie believed that
is no God, there is no given human nature precisely because there is no
there
if
God to have a conception of it. Human nature cannot be defined in advance
because it is not completely thought out in advance. Man as such merely exists
and only later becomes his essential self. To say that existence precedes essence
means, says Satire, that man first of all exists, confronts himself, emerges in the
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world and defines himself aftenvards. At first, man simply is. Whether it follows
that man does not have a basic and given nature simply because there is no God
who stands in relation to man the way the artisan stands in relation to the knife
is questionable. But what Satire wants particularly to argue is that man is simply
that which he makes of himself,
One’s first reaction to this formulation of the first principle of Satire’s
existentialism is that it is highly subjective, that each man can presumabl set out
to make of himself anything he wishes. Sartre’s chief point here is that man has
a greater dignity than a stone or a table. What gives hint dignity is his possession
of a subjective life, meaning that man is something which moves itself towards a
future and is conscious that it is doing so. Sartre wants to call attention to two
different modes of being, which he calls being-in itself ((‘en-sal) and being-foritself (Ic pour—soi). Applying this distinction to man, one can say that man shares
both of these two modes of being, the en-sal indicating that he is (the way a
stone is) arid the pour—.coi indicating that he is a co,iscious suhft-d (which there
fore differentiates him from a stone). To be a conscious subject is to stand con
stantly before a future. The most important consequence of placing existence
before essence in human nature is not only that man creates himself but that man

is responsible for his existence rests squarely upon each man. A stone cannot he
responsible. And if man’s essential nature “erc already given and fixed, lie could
not be responsible for what he is.
What began in Satire’s analysis as an amoral subjectivism now turns out to
be an ethics of strict accountability based upon individual responsibility. If, that
is, man is what he makes of himself, he has no one to blame for what he is except
himself. Moreover, when man chooses in tile process of making himself, he
chooses not only for himself but for all men. He is therefore responsible not only
for his own indMduaiity bitt, says Sartre, he is responsible for all mcii. This last
point seems to contradict the line of reasoning that Satire has so far been devel
oping, for to say that before one can choose a \cay of action he must ask, what
vould happen if everyone else acted so, is to assume a general human essence,
which makes my mode of action relevant to all men. Sartre does in fact say that
even though we create our own values and thereby create ourselves, we nevertlie
less create at the same time an image of our human nature as we believe it ought
to be. Then we choose this or that way of acting, we affirm the value of what we
have chosen, and nothing can he better for ails one of its unless it is better for all.
This all sounds yen’ much like Kant’s categorical imperative, flirt Sartre does not
wish to invoke any universal law to guide mans choice. He is calling attention to
one of the clearest experiences of human beings, namely, that all men twist
choose, must make decisions and although they have no authoritative guide, they
must still choose and at the same time ask whether they would he willing for
others to choose the same action. One cannot escape at times the disturbing
thought that he “mild not want others to act as lie does, To say that others will
not so act is a case of self-deception. The act of choice, then, is one that all men
mnst accomplish with a deep sense of anguish, for in this act men are responsible
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not only for themselves but also for each other. Whoever evades his responsibility
through self-deception will not, says Satire, be at ease in his conscience.
Although Satire’s moral language sounds at times very much like traditional
moral discourse, his intention is to carry out the dgorons implications of atheism.
Satire accepts Nietzsche’s announcement that “God is dead” and takes seriously
Dostoevsky’s notion that “if God did not exist, everything would he permitted.”
In a Godless world, man’s psychological condition is one of abandonment, a word
Satire takes from Heidegger. Abandonment means for Satire that with the dis
missal of God there also disappears every possibility of finding values in some sort
of intelligible heaven. Again, there cannot now be any “good” prior to my choice
since there is no infinite or per-feet consciousness to think it. Man’s sense of
abandonment is a curious consequence of the fact that everything is indeed
permitted, and as a consequence man is forlorn, for he cannot find anything on
which he can rely either within or outside himself. Man is without any excuse.
His existence precedes his essence. Apart from his existence there is nothingness.
There is only the present. In his Nausea, Sartre writes that the true nature of the
present was revealed as what exists, that what is not present does not exist.
Things are entirely what they appear to be, and apart from them there is nothing.
To say there is nothing besides the existing individual means for Satire that there
is no God, no objective system of values, no built-in essence, and, most important
of all, no detenninism. Man, says Satire, is free; man is freedom. In a classic
phrase, he says that man is condemned to be free. Condemned because he finds
himself thrown into the world, yet free because as soon as he is conscious of
himself, he is responsible for everything he does. Satire rejects the notion that
hwnan behavior is swept up by a torrent of passion as though such a passion
could be regarded as an excuse for certain actions. He rejected tile Freudian
analysis of human behavior because it appeared to hint that it provided an excuse—
in the form of psychological determinism. Man is responsible even for his pas
sions, because even his feelings are formed by his deeds. Freedom is appalling
(Kierkegaard had similarly spoken of the dizziness of freedom) precisely because
it means that there is nothing forcing me from behind, so to speak, to behave in
any given way, nor is there a precise pattern luring inc into the future. I am the
only thing that exists. We are all free, says Satire, therefore we must choose, that
is, invent, because no rule of general morality can show us what we ought to do.
There are no guidelines guaranteed to us in this world.
There is an element of despair in human existence, which comes, says
Satire, from the realization that we are limited to what is within the sc-ope of our
own wills. We cannot expect more front our existence than the finite probabilities
it possesses. Here Satire believes that he is touching the genuine theme of per
sonal existence by emphasizing man’s finitucle and his relation to nothingness.
“Nothingness,” he says, “lies coiled in the heart of being, like a wonn.” Heideg
ger located the cause of human anxiety in man’s awareness of his finittide when,
for example, I confront death—not death in general but mrj death. It is not only
man who faces nothingness, says Heidegger, but all Being has this relation to
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nothingness. Human finitude is therefore not simply a matter of temporary igno
rance or some shortcoming or even error. Finitude is the very strochire of the
human mind, and words such as guilt, loneliness, and despair describe the conse
quences of human finitude. The ultimate principle of Being, says Heidegger, is
wilL Sartre concurs by saying that only in action is there any reality. Man is only
the sum of his actions and purposes; besides his actual daily life he is nothing. If
a person is a coward, he mode himself one. He is not a coward because of a
cowardly heart or lungs or cerebrum, or because of his physiological organism; he
is a coward because he made himself into one by his actions.
Although there is no prior essence in all men, no human nature, there is
nevertheless, says Sartre, a universal human condition. He rejects a narrow indi
vidual subjectMsm as the standard of tnith. Bather, to discover oneself in the act
of conscious thought is to discover the condition of all men. We are in a world of
intersubjectivity. This is the kind of world in which an individual must live,
choose, and decide. For this reason, no purpose chosen by any individual is ever
wholly foreign to another individual. This does not mean that every purpose
defines man forever but only that all men may be striving against the same
limitations in the same way. For this reason, Sartre would not agree that it does
not matter what we do or how we choose. Man is always obliged to act in a
situation, that is, in relation to other persons. and consequently his actions can
not, must not, be capricious, since he must take responsibility for all his actions.
Moreover, to say that man must make Ins essence, invent his values, does not
mean that one cannot judge human actions. it is still possible to say that one’s
action was based on either error or upon sell-deception, for any man who hides
behind the excuse of his passions, or by espousing some doctrine of determinism
deceives himself. To invent values, says Satire, means only that there is no mean
ing or sense in life prior to acts of wiD. Life cannot be anything until it is lived,
but each individual must make sense of it. The value of life is nothing else but the
sense each person fashions into it. To argue that we are the victims of fate, of
mysterious forces within us, of some grand passion, of heredity, is to be guilty of
bad faith (mauvaise fof) or self-deception, of inauthenticity. A woman who con
sents to go out with a particular man knows very well, says Sartre, what the
man’s cherished intentions are, and she knows that sooner or later she will have
to make a decision. She does not want to admit the urgency of the matter,
preferring rather to interpret all his actions as discreet and respectful. She is, says
Sartre, in self-deception; her actions are inauthentic. All human beings are guilty,
on principle, of similar inauthenticity, of bad faith, of playing roles, of trying to
disguise their actual personality behind a facade. The conclusion of Sartre’s exis
tentialism is, therefore, that if man expresses his genuine humanity in all his
behavior, he will never deceive himself, and honesty will then become not his
ideal but rather his very being.

as simply being there. Unlike other things, however, man possesses consciousness.
For this reason, he is related to the world of things and people in a variety of
ways. At one level, man is conscious of “the world,” which is evenilling that is
beyond or other than himself and vhich therefore transcends him. At this level,
the world is experienced simply as a solid, massive, undifferentiated, single some
thing that is not yet separated into individual things.
Sartre describes this mode of consciousness in his Nausea where the charac
ter Roquentin is sitting on a park bench. He looks at all the things before him in
the park and all at once he sees everything differently, eventhing as a single
thing—”Suddenly existence had unveiled itself.” Words had vanished and the
points 0f reference which meu use to give meaning to things also vanished. What
Roquentin saw was existence as “the very paste of things”: ‘The root [of the
tree], the park gates, the bench, the sparse grass, aD that had vanished: the
diversity of things, their individuality, were only an appearance. a veneer. This
veneer had melted, leaving soft, monstrous masses, all in disorder—naked.” Only
later, when man reflects, does the world become our familiar one. But, says
Sartre, “The world of explanations and reasons is not the world of existence.” At
the level of Roquentin’s experience, the world is the unity of all the objects of
consciousness.
Sartre agrees that all consciousness is consciousness of something, which
means that there is no consciousness without affirming the existence of an object
which exists beyond, that is, transcends, itself. As we have seen, the object of
consciousness can be “the world” as simply “being there.” But in addition to the
world as a single solid mass, we speak of specific objects like trees, benches and
tables. Vhenever we identify a specific object, we do this by saving what it is
not—we differentiate a thing from its background. A chair appears as a chair
because human beings give it that meaning by blacking out the background.
What we call a chair is fashioned or drawn out of the solid context of the world
by the activity of consciousness. The world of things appears as an intelligible
system of separate and interrelated things only to consciousness- Without con
sciousness, the world simply is, it is being-in-itself (l’en soi) and as such it is
without meaning. Consciousness constitutes the meaning of tiungs in the world,
though it does not constitute their being.
Then he views the world as being-in.itself, as simply being there, Satire
says that “the essential point is contingency. I mean that by definition existence
is not necessity. To exist is simply to be there.” Contingency means that when
something exists, it does so by chance and not because it necessarily follows from
something else: “Existences appear. bitt you cannot deduce them.” The world
we experience is “uncreated, without reason for being, without any relation to
another being; being-in-itself is gratuitous for all eternity.” The meaning aii’
thing will have in the world will depend, says Satire, upon choices men make.
Even a table will have alternative meanings depending upon what a particular
person chooses to use it for, to serve dinner or to write a letter. A mountain valley
will mean one thing to a farmer and something else to a camper. Here, conscious
ness shifts a person from simply being there, being-in-itself, to hcing-frw.itsclf (Fe
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The Human Reality Underlying Sartre’s popular formulation of existentialism
is his technical analysis of existence. In one respect, human nature is no different
from any other kind of existing reality. Man is, just the same way anything else is,
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pour-soi), where consciousness dramatically differentiates the objects of the
world from the conscious sell as subject.
The activity of consciousness is at this point two-fold. First, consciousness
defines the specific things in the world and invests them with meaning. Second,
consciousness transcends, that is, puts a distance between itself and objects and
in that way possesses a freedom from those objects. Because the conscious self
has this freedom from the things in the world, it is within the power of conscious
ness to confer different or alternative meanings on things. The activity of con
sciousness is what is usually called “choice,” Man chooses to undertake this
project or that project and the meaning of things in the world will depend to a
considerable extent upon what project a man chooses. If he chooses to be a
farmer, the mountains, the valley and the impending storm will have special
meanings for him, whereas if lie chooses to be a camper in that valley, the
surroundings and the storm will present different meanings. Man, as man, at first
simply is; his existence is primary and precedes what he is to become. What he
becomes will depend upon how his consciousness deals with the world—a world
which he views from a distance. From this distance, in this position ol freedom
from things and persons, man makes a choice regarding how he will relate himsell to them. It follows, also, that because man has this freedom from the world,
the world does not, cannot, mechanically and totally affect man’s consciousness
and his choices. There is no way for man to alter the fact that he transcends the
world, is able to view it, so to speak, from above and must therefore constantly
make choices, take sides, undertake projects. In short, man is condemned to be
free. By his free choices, man makes himself—not that he creates himself out of
nothing but rather by a series of choices and decisions he converts his existence
into the essence of his final self. Man possesses this freedom to create himself
within some limitations such as the conditions of his birth and the circumstances
of each particular situation. Nevertheless, Sartre says that any attempt on the
part of a person to make excuses for his behavior by attributing his actions to
external or underlying causes is self-deception and in bad faith. This strong em
phasis on human freedom as worked out in Being and Nothingness (1943) was
softened by Sartre inthe sequel to that book, his Critique of Dialectical Reason
(196O
Although Satire believed that Marxism is the philosophy of our time, he
was aware of a striking contradiction between his existentialism and Marxist
dialectical materialism. Indeed, one reason why Sartre never became a member
of the Communist party is, he says, because “I would have had to him my back
on Being and Nothingness,” in which he had placed such a strong emphasis on
human freedom. By contrast, Marxist dialectical materialism emphasized that all
the stnichires and organizations of society and the behavior and thinking of
human beings are determined by antecedent events. In this view, freedom of
choice is an illusion and man is simply a vehicle through which the forces of
history realize themselves. Whereas Safire had argued that it is man’s conscious
ness that “makes history” and confers meaning upon the world, Marxism holds
that history is a process which produces the material foundations of social and

economic structures, a process which therefore contains within itself the condi
tions and the reasons for its own development. Rather than conferring rncaning
upon the world, the mind, says the Marxist, discovers this meaning within the
historical context as a matter of scientific knowledge.
In his earlier writings, Sartre focused primarily on the individual and his
freedom. For this reason, he never would accept Freud’s theo of the uncon
scious which Satire saw as an irrational and mechanical causation of human
behavior. Later, as in his Critique of Dialectical Reason, lie focused more specif
ically upon the historical and social context in which man finds himself and
which has an effect on man’s behavior. He thought that Marx had succeeded
more than anyone else in describing how social and economic structures develop
and how they bear upon human decisions. Satire accepted increasingly the liini
tations upon human choice—the hnutations of birth, status iii society, and family
background. Earlier, he sought to describe how an individual is capable of de
ceiving himself by making excuses for his behavior, as if lie were not free to have
behaved otherwise, a form of self-deception Satire lahclcd as had faith. He never
did depart from this emphasis upon the freedom of the individual. But he (lid
adjust his thinking under the influence of Nlanism lw facing the fact of
social existence, his relationship with other persons, especially as a member of a
group—as, [or example a labor union. Acknowledging the influence of group
structures on human behavior and consciousness, resulting particularly in labor’s
sense of alienation, Satire revised his optimistic view of human freedom to sonic
extent. Recalling that he had written earlier (1945) that “no niatter what the
situation might be, one is always free” (giving as an example that “a worker is
always free to join a union or not, as lie is free to choose the kind of battle he
wants to join, or not”), Satire says this “all strikes me as absurd today’ (1972).
And he adniits., ‘There is no question that there is sonic basic chiamze in Imy]
concept of freedom.’’ In his lengtlw vork on Fianbert, he concludes that al
though flaubert was free to hieconle uniquely flaubert, Ins fannlv background
and his status in society’ meant that ‘‘he did not have all that many possibilities of
he had the possibility of beconiing a mediocre
becoming something else
and the possibility of being Flaubed.” This means, says Sarire, that
doctor
social conditioning exists every minute of our lives. Nevertheless, lie concludes
that “I am still faithful to the notion of freedom,” It is true, lie says, that “you
become what you are in the context of what others have made of you”; neverthe
less, within these limitations man is still free and responsible. This is Satire’s way
of reconciling the fact that historical conditions affect litinian behavior with Ins
intuitive certainty that human beings arc also capable of shaping histon’. In
doing this, Satire sought to overcome with Ins existentialism what lie considered
the major flaw of Marxist philosophy, namely, its failure to recognize man as a
“real person.”
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