
Existentialism
And the Absurd



“A human being is absolutely free and 
absolutely responsible. Anguish is the result.” –
Jean-Paul Sartre

Existentialists are concerned with 
ontology, which is the study of 
being. 



During WWII, when Europe faced a crisis of 
death and destruction, existentialism began 
to take hold as a movement, centered in 
France. (Of course, there are existentialists 
who wrote long before and after WWII, from 
every corner of the globe.)



An existentialist believes:
• Your life = the sum of the decisions you have made 
for yourself. 
• At every moment it is always your own free will 
choosing how to act. 
• You are responsible for your actions, which limit 
future actions. 
• Thus, you must create a morality in the absence of 
any known predetermined absolute values. 



In short, existentialism:
A complex philosophy emphasizing 
the absurdity of reality and the 
human responsibility to make 
choices and accept consequences.



Of course, there’s more...
Existentialism isn’t just about 
rational decisions; reason alone is 
an inadequate guide to living, 
because people are also feeling and 
willing beings, who must experience 
life directly, actively, and 
passionately. 

Only this way can one live wholly 
and authentically.



A Fundamental Paradox: Anxiety and Authenticity

The burden of expectations, external belief structures, and 
roles→
such impersonal responsibility is weighty and sits ill at ease
Freedom from external belief structures and roles→
Responsibility for constructing one’s own authentic beliefs, 
expectations, and roles-->
Such personalized responsibility is weighty



“Existence precedes essence.” 
--Jean-Paul Sartre

We first simply exist—find ourselves born into 
a world not of our own choosing—and it is 
then up to each of us to define our own identity 
or essential characteristics in the course of 
what we do in living out our lives. Thus, our 
essence (our set of defining traits) is chosen, 
not given.



The highest value in existentialism is personal 
freedom.

The primary virtue is authenticity.

The opposite of existentialism, then, is self-
deception and conformity.



Godly Existentialism
Freedom has resulted in our alienation from God. Each 
person’s job then is to "heal the chasm" (Kierkegaard). 
Emphasis on faith and commitment rather than blind 
acceptance of truths handed down by traditions in religion. 
One must determine one’s own faith and commitment to God, 
if that is what one chooses. The objective (only one right 
answer) question of whether God exists is not important. The 
subjective (many possible right answers) question of truth 
about God is important.

In both atheistic and godly existentialism, we must accept both 
the freedom to choose and the responsibility of choice.



Existentialist dread...
Not as bad as it sounds!

•Dread is a feeling of general apprehension. Kierkegaard 
interprets it as God’s way of calling each individual to make 
a commitment to a personally valid way of life.

•Anxiety stems from our understanding and recognition of 
the total freedom of choice that confronts us every moment. 
The German word Angst captures this feeling well 
(Kierkegaard uses the Danish angst).



Freedom

If God is dead (per Nietzsche), then everything is 
permitted (per Dostoyevsky’s Ivan Karamozov’s 
conclusion).

Or is it?



Situatedness
my body  my circumstances  my past

my absolute freedom

Although my freedom is absolute, it always takes place in a particular context. 
This is what makes freedom meaningful. Suppose I tried to exist freely, while 
pretending to be in abstraction from the situation. In that case I will have no 
idea what possibilities are open to me and what choices need to be made, here 
and now. In such a case, my freedom will be naïve or illusory (cf Hegel).



The Absurd 
In an essay (The Rebel), Camus describes the absurd as "an 
experience that must be lived through, a point of departure." 
By the absurd, Camus means only one thing: the gentle or 
benign indifference of the universe, an indifference towards 
human strivings, conflicts, beliefs, aspirations, biology, or 
dreams. 

As Camus puts it in The Myth of Sisyphus:
"What is absurd is the confrontation between the sense of 
the irrational and the overwhelming desire for clarity which 
resounds in the depths of men."



Camus on “The Absurd Man”
I have seen people behave badly with great morality.
That everything is permitted is not an outburst of relief or of joy, but rather a bitter acknowledgment of 
a fact.
The absurd does not liberate; it binds. It does not authorize all actions. "Everything is permitted" does 
not mean that nothing is forbidden.
One can be virtuous through a whim.
There may be responsible persons, but there are no guilty ones.
Use past experience as a basis for future actions.
Life is both limited and bulging with possibilities.
Everything seems unforeseeable to the Absurd Man except his lucidity.
A sub-clerk in the post office is the equal of a conqueror if consciousness is common to them. 
The struggle itself toward the heights is enough to fill a man's heart. One must imagine Sisyphus 
happy.



Much of our existence seems trivial and inexplicable, and yet we want it all to 
mean something.



Accepting the absurd quality of life is key to 
creating a meaningful life. 



Philosophical Fruit Bowl: 
existentialist or not?
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