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Existentialism was one of the fundamental discourses of European ‘modernism’ in the 20th century. The list of either confessed or branded existential philosophers and writers, is a long one. Although Seneca and Petronious among the ancients display what we might term ‘existential obsessions’ it was not until the middle of the 19th century and the inception of modernism that writers and thinkers began to explore existential themes in systematic ways. Soren Kierkegaard and Nietzsche were perhaps the major 19th century philosophic precursors, whilst the Russian novelist Dostoyevsky was perhaps the major literary ‘pre-existentialist’. Once it emerged as a philosophy in its own right the list of philosophers associated with it began to grow. Edmund Husserl’s Phenomenological philosophy seems to have served as a foundation, and there followed thinkers as diverse as Jose Ortega y Gasset, Martin Buber, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Gabriel Marcel, Martin Heidegger, Karl Jaspers, Simone De Beauvoir and Jean-Paul Sartre. 


Among the novelists and poets, Rilke, Franz Kafka, Ionesco, Graham Green, George Orwell, Samuel Beckett, Jean Genet, Albert Camus, Colin Wilson and Harold Pinter, as well as many others, are frequently mentioned, though many never proclaimed any existential affiliations. This illustrates a general problem with delineating the influence of existentialism on literary culture—many of those seen as its major practitioners mixed ‘existentialist’ thematic concerns with other ideological systems to produce their own unique perspective (a very existential thing to do!)—Sartre, for example, had Marxist leanings. 


It is said that Existentialism is above all a ‘practical’ philosophy—that is, one must live its precepts. Cooper in describing the existentialist approach to philosophy of the later Wittgenstein wrote:

Philosophy ... should be an activity through which the victim of bewitchment helps himself escape from the fly bottle, or appeases the disquiet into which he has fallen. The right-minded philosopher is distinguished by a certain stance toward language, and his success is measured by the mental peace he attains as a result of this therapy.

In other words the issue of ‘self-estrangement’ or ‘alienation’ is central to the Existentialist manifesto. The goal is to attempt to overcome the ‘dualisms’ and social conditionings that lead individuals to an unconscious alienated state of being. To the existentialist dualisms stem from a breach between the ‘inner’ worlds of individuals and the ‘transcendent’, ‘objective’ world of things and events possessed of essences. The various dualities that result from this split are termed, to borrow Wittgenstein’s term, ‘bewitchments’—‘inner versus outer, mind versus body, language versus reality, private versus public, or word versus essence.’ 
 Cooper summarises other key features of the Existentialist approach:

... the deepest urge to philosophy may be the need to overcome, dissolve, or come to terms with the dualistic thinking which informs that stance. Neither puzzlement nor awe, neither a thirst for knowledge nor a craving for clarity, has been the abiding inspiration for philosophy. Rather, this has been the perpetual threat posed by the sense that men are hopelessly alienated from their world. ... This must sound odd to the contemporary student of philosophy ... the contemporary student must gain the impression that philosophy revolves primarily around ‘the problem of knowledge’. The topic of alienation will then sound a fairly marginal one, the provinence of oriental exoticism or Teutonic brooding.

In order to attack these alienating dualisms, contracted like a social parasite via day to day interactions between self and social other, the existentialist pays much attention to the lived experiences of individual subjects, i.e. to their ‘life world’, their unique lives as lived. In this sense the existentialist sees ‘theories’ about the world as inherently alienating, given that ‘language’ itself is a social tool it will inevitably be tarred by the values, morals, and authoritarian tendencies of the ‘mass’, ‘public’ or herd’ mind. In short, it represents a potential weapon for destroying individuality and forcing individuals to submit to lives of conformity to the values of the ‘they’. All of this, of course, implies a social program of intense but subtle dehumanization.


To the existentialist many of the problems facing modern people arise out of our desperate attempts to anaesthetize ourselves from the tragic aspects of our existence. We flee from our anxiety about our dehumanised state and sense of powerlessness into meaningless and absurd activities, beliefs, etc. which further debase our ability to be authentic human beings. Our addiction to distractions becomes the illness and leads to various neuroses as well as mass forms of inhumanity. Society has developed ‘opiate institutions’, structures that allow individuals to flee themselves (i.e. the daily necessity of choosing to act/decide etc.) through what Pascal, long ago, called ‘diversion’, i.e. processes of ‘self-drugging’ to keep us in a psychospiritually enslaved condition.


Cooper writes that existentialists reject the ‘world’ as described by the Enlightenment philosophers of science and reason on the grounds that such perspectives:

...[relegate] our ordinary image of the world as replete with colours, sounds, meanings and beauty to a mere subjective effect of the scientist’s ‘real’ world. Not only is the world inessential to my being, but it turns out to be one that I cannot comprehend. The scientist may comprehend this ‘real’ world but is in the schizoid position of experiencing a completely different one.

The existentialist emphasis on lived ‘existence’ over theorised ‘essence’ leaves the approach open to the critique that ultimately it advocates a philosophy of ‘relativism’ and individualism that, at one extreme, could lead to a complete break-down of shared social values—literally, a state of ‘every unique individual for him/herself’. 


There are many important terms associated with existential theorising. Among the most well known are: Dasein/Being-for-itself, authenticity, inauthenticity, bad faith, being-for-others, estrangement, angst and absurdity (or ‘the absurd’). The popular idea of a ‘true’ or ‘real self’ and a ‘false’ or ‘inauthentic self’ (a concept trumpeted by the Personal Growth and New Age movements to the point of meaningless cliché) arose out of existentialist thinking. 


From a literary perspective the ‘existentialist’ writer is, in a sense, an ‘anti-writer’, that is to say someone who wishes to upset, expose and problematise all public language codes, including accepted literary canons, shared moral systems, ethical systems, etc. This impulse, of course, arises out of the fundamental ‘unease’ or ‘distrust’ that existentialists feel toward all forms of public discourse. Given the real and ideological barbarisms of the 20th century and the prevalence of new means/methods for the indoctrination of masses of individuals to ‘social norms’ (newspapers, mass education, movie theatres, television, the internet, popular novels, etc.) one would have to say that the existentialists were legitimately warning us about the dangers of government and corporate led ‘brainwashing’.


Various questions arise for the writer influenced by existentialism e.g.: How does one go about writing ‘anti-literature’—a literature of the true/authentic or real self? How does one liberate readers from false narratives of ‘truth’, ‘self’, ‘what is’ and so on? This was the burden taken on by many of modernist writers. In practice they often began with a diagnosis of the particular social and cultural structures they’d been subjected to and then adopted (through a process of empathic identification) the position of the individual subject as against that of the ‘public’ (or ‘herd’). In a sense they depicted, as honestly as they could, what it felt like to be on the receiving end of inhuman public discourses, and thus they challenged them through the alternative discourse of literature.


Existentialism is thus a discourse of ‘making strange’ that which many others take to be the ‘common sense’, ‘self-evident’ or ‘given’ reality of the group. This ‘making strange’, however, as in the case of Kafka’s novels or in the case of Orwell’s statement about a ‘minority of one’ in 1984, can be either liberating or profoundly disorienting. It allows an individual to critique the existential state of ‘asleepness’ (similar to Fromm’s ‘automaton conformity’), thus launching a quest for authentic living founded on free-will. However, there is a requirement that the questioning individual must interrogate all givens and thus recreate self and world in one’s own light—surely a tremendous task. And thus the dominoes fall one by one …  
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