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Existentialism: A Beginner's Guide

Existentialism. The word itself conjures images of brooding philosophers, smoky cafes, and profound questions about
the meaning of life. But what exactly *is* existentialism? This beginner's guide will demystify this often-misunderstood
philosophical school of thought, exploring its core tenets, key figures, and practical applications in your daily life. We'll

cover everything from absurdity to freedom, offering a clear and accessible introduction to existentialist thought.

This guide aims to make the complex ideas of existentialism approachable for anyone curious about this fascinating

area of philosophy.

What is Existentialism? A Simple Explanation

At its heart, existentialism is a philosophical movement emphasizing individual existence, freedom, and responsibility.
Existentialists believe that existence precedes essence - meaning we are born into the world without a predetermined
purpose or nature. Unlike objects designed with a specific function in mind (a chair's essence is to be sat upon),
humans are born into a world without a pre-defined "instruction manual." This lack of inherent meaning is a central
theme in existentialist philosophy. We are free to create our own meaning and values, but this freedom comes with
the heavy burden of responsibility.

This concept of freedom can be both exhilarating and terrifying. The exhilarating part is the potential for self-creation;
you are the author of your own life. The terrifying part lies in the realization that *you* are solely responsible for the
choices you make and their consequences. There's no divine plan, no pre-ordained path - only your own choices
shaping your existence. This inherent freedom, and the resulting anxiety, is often referred to as the "existential angst"
or the "human condition."

Key Figures in Existentialism

Several influential thinkers shaped the development of existentialism. Understanding their contributions provides a
richer understanding of the philosophy as a whole:

e Sgren Kierkegaard: Often considered the "father of existentialism," Kierkegaard emphasized the importance
of individual faith and subjective experience. He explored themes of anxiety, despair, and the leap of faith
needed to embrace belief.

¢ Friedrich Nietzsche: Nietzsche's work challenged traditional morality and religion, emphasizing the will to
power and the creation of one's own values in a godless world. His concept of the "Ubermensch" (Overman)
represents the individual who transcends conventional limitations and creates their own meaning.

¢ Jean-Paul Sartre: A prominent 20th-century existentialist, Sartre famously declared, "Existence precedes
essence." He explored themes of freedom, responsibility, and the absurdity of existence. His plays and novels
often grapple with the consequences of individual choices.

e Simone de Beauvoir: A significant female voice in existentialism, de Beauvoir explored the existential
conditions of women, arguing that societal structures create and reinforce inequalities. Her work highlighted the
importance of freedom and responsibility in overcoming oppression.

e Albert Camus: Camus focused on the absurdity of the human condition, the conflict between our desire for
meaning and the meaningless universe. He explored the idea of embracing the absurd and living authentically
despite the lack of inherent meaning.

The Absurd and the Search for Meaning: Understanding Existential
Angst

A core concept in existentialism is the absurd. This doesn't mean illogical or nonsensical; instead, it refers to the
inherent conflict between humanity's desire for meaning and the meaningless universe. We crave purpose, structure,
and explanation, yet the universe offers none. This conflict creates anxiety, a sense of unease, and a feeling of being

thrown into existence without a plan. This is existential angst.

However, existentialism doesn't necessarily lead to despair. Instead, it encourages confronting the absurd and
creating meaning through our choices and actions. We don't find meaning *pre-existing*; we actively create it through
our engagement with the world and our relationships with others. This active creation of meaning, even in the face of

absurdity, is a central theme of existentialist thought.

Living Authentically: Applying Existentialism to Daily Life

Existentialism isn't just an academic exercise; it offers practical guidance for living a more meaningful life. Here are
some ways to apply existentialist principles:
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e Embrace Responsibility: Recognize your freedom and the responsibility that comes with it. Own your choices
and their consequences.

» Seek Authenticity: Live in accordance with your values and beliefs, rather than conforming to societal
expectations or external pressures.

e Confront the Absurd: Acknowledge the lack of inherent meaning and find meaning through your actions and
relationships.

e Cultivate Self-Awareness: Reflect on your choices, values, and motivations. Understand your own existence
and your role in the world.

e Embrace Freedom: While daunting, understand that freedom to choose is empowering. It allows you to create
your own path.

Conclusion: Embracing the Existential Journey

Existentialism, while challenging, offers a powerful framework for understanding the human condition. It encourages
us to take ownership of our lives, to confront the anxieties of existence, and to create meaning in a seemingly
meaningless world. This beginner's guide has only scratched the surface of this rich and complex philosophical school
of thought. Further exploration will undoubtedly reward you with a deeper understanding of yourself and the world
around you.

FAQ: Existentialism Explained
Q1: Is existentialism pessimistic?

Al: Not necessarily. While it acknowledges the inherent anxieties and uncertainties of life, existentialism emphasizes
the power of individual agency and the ability to create meaning in a seemingly meaningless universe. It can be seen
as a call to action, to create meaning rather than simply accepting despair.

Q2: How is existentialism different from nihilism?

A2: Nihilism asserts that life is inherently without meaning and purpose, often leading to apathy or despair.
Existentialism, while acknowledging the absence of pre-ordained meaning, emphasizes our freedom to create our own
meaning and values. It's about actively shaping our existence, not passively accepting meaninglessness.

Q3: Can existentialism help in overcoming anxiety?

A3: Existentialist principles can be helpful in managing anxiety by encouraging self-awareness, responsibility, and the
creation of meaning. By confronting the sources of our anxiety and taking ownership of our lives, we can find ways to
navigate the uncertainties and challenges we face.

Q4: What are some practical examples of existentialist choices?

A4: Choosing a career based on personal passion rather than societal pressure, pursuing a relationship based on
genuine connection rather than conforming to expectations, or expressing your individuality through creative pursuits
are all examples of existentialist choices. These actions reflect the active creation of meaning in line with one's values.

Q5: Is existentialism relevant today?

A5: Absolutely. In a rapidly changing and often uncertain world, the questions of meaning, freedom, and responsibility
posed by existentialism remain highly relevant. The need to find purpose and create our own values in the absence of
pre-ordained answers is a universal human experience that transcends time and culture.

Q6: How can | learn more about existentialism?

A6: Start by reading introductory texts on existentialism. Many excellent books and articles are available online and in
libraries. You could also explore the works of the key figures mentioned in this guide, beginning with shorter, more
accessible works before tackling more challenging texts.

Q7: Does existentialism support any specific religion or belief system?

A7: No, existentialism is not tied to any particular religion or belief system. It's compatible with a wide range of
viewpoints, as it focuses on the individual's experience and choices rather than subscribing to a pre-defined set of
beliefs. Many existentialists were atheists or agnostics, but the philosophy itself does not preclude religious belief.

Q8: What is the biggest takeaway from existentialism for a beginner?

A8: The biggest takeaway for beginners is the realization that you are the author of your own life. You have the
freedom to create your own meaning and values, and you bear the responsibility for the choices you make. This
awareness is both a burden and an opportunity - a foundation for a more authentic and meaningful existence.
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Existentialism a philosophy can appear daunting at first. The words themselves - absurdity, anxiety, freedom - might

bring to mind images of depressed cafes and grave intellectual discussions. But beneath the facade lies a surprisingly

applicable and even hopeful outlook on life. This guide aims to explain the core principles of existentialism, making it
comprehensible to anybody.

What is Existentialism?

At its core, existentialism is a school of thought that stresses individual presence, freedom, and accountability. It
asserts that existence precedes quality. This means that we are not born with a defined purpose; instead, we are cast
into the world and are liberated to create our own purpose. This liberty, however, is a source of both anguish and
opportunity.

Think of it like this: a object has a predefined purpose - to be sat upon, or to hold objects. But humans don't. We are
not born with an guidebook explaining our function in the world. This lack of intrinsic meaning is the root of what
existentialists call the "absurd." The absurd isn't necessarily negative; it's simply the awareness that there's no
inherent significance to the universe, and that we must create our own.

Key Existentialist Thinkers and Concepts:

Several prominent thinkers influenced the development of existentialism. Sgren Kierkegaard, considered the "father of
existentialism," emphasized the importance of individual choice and faith in the face of doubt. Friedrich Nietzsche
challenged traditional ethics and offered the concept of the "Ubermensch" (overman), a person who surmounts
nihilism by creating their own values. Jean-Paul Sartre famously declared that "existence precedes essence,"
highlighting our autonomy and obligation for our choices. Simone de Beauvoir expanded on Sartre's ideas, particularly
examining the impact of social systems on women's existence. Albert Camus explored the concept of the absurd,
suggesting that we must defy against it by embracing life with enthusiasm.

Existential Angst and Authenticity:

The freedom that existentialism praises can be scary. The accountability for creating our own purpose can cause to
anguish - what existentialists often call "angst." This anguish arises from the understanding of our own freedom and
the results of our choices. However, this despair can also be a motivating power for growth and self-understanding.

Authenticity is a central concept in existentialism. It entails living in accordance with one's own beliefs, taking
responsibility for one's choices, and rejecting bad faith - the act of denying one's own autonomy and obligation.

Practical Applications of Existentialism:

Existentialism is more than just a intellectual endeavor. It offers practical perspectives into living a more purposeful
life. By embracing our liberty and accountability, we can exercise more deliberate choices, foster stronger bonds, and
follow our hobbies with greater purpose. It advocates self-examination, self-acceptance, and taking ownership of one's

own life.

Conclusion:

Existentialism, while difficult at times, offers a profound framework for grasping the human condition. It reminds us of
our liberty, our obligation, and the meaninglessness of life. But it also motivates us to build our own meaning, to live
truthfully, and to welcome the hardships and potentials of life with bravery.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ):

Q1: Is existentialism pessimistic? Al: Not necessarily. While it acknowledges the difficulties and absurdity of life,
existentialism also emphasizes the significance of individual liberty and the possibility to create meaning.

Q2: How can | apply existentialist principles to my daily life? A2: Start by considering on your values, your
choices, and your obligations. Make conscious choices aligned with your values. Take control of your life and follow
your hobbies.

Q3: Is existentialism compatible with religion? A3: Some existentialist thinkers were faithful, while others were
not. Existentialism doesn't inherently advocate or oppose religion; it simply concentrates on individual being, liberty,
and accountability, regardless of religious convictions.

Q4: What's the difference between existentialism and nihilism? A4: Nihilism asserts that life is inherently
absurd and offers no hope for purpose. Existentialism, while acknowledging the absurd, emphasizes the importance of
creating one's own significance and taking responsibility for one's choices.
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