


so-called ‘decentring of the subject’ that will become the explicit
theme of poststructuralist thought. But what set this method in
direct opposition to existential phenomenology and caused so much
ink to spill was its avowed ‘anti-humanism’. As Michel Foucault
conjectured at the conclusion of his reputedly ‘structuralist’
masterpiece, The Order of Things, the success of structuralism in
the 1960s suggests that an epistemic event may well occur in the
near future that would change the fundamental structure of what
we currently call ‘knowledge’ with an abruptness similar to the
change that, he argued, brought our modern, man-centred mode of
sense-making into being in the first place. If such a radical event
were to occur, he surmised, ‘one can certainly wager that man
would be erased like a face drawn in the sand at the edge of the sea’.
For these structures are no more the product of individual agency
than were Plato’s universal ideas or forms. Rather, individuals are
the bearers and not the inventors of these structures in the same
way they are the bearers not the inventors of the grammatical rules
of the language they speak. The responsible individual on whom the
existentialist concentrated is reduced to a ‘place holder’ in the
impersonal structures of which he or she is usually ignorant.

This, of course, gives rise to the thorny problem of the meaning of
agency and responsibility in a structuralist world. How can one be
held responsible for the very social conditioning that has fashioned
one into this kind of person? One observes here the recurrent
problem of reconciling individual freedom and social science. To the
extent that scientific laws and causes are necessitating, they leave no
room for freedom in the existentialist sense. But the structuralists
claimed to be on the trail of just such a ‘scientific’ approach to social
phenomena that was modelled on if not grounded in the ‘logic’ of
language itself.

We have observed how Merleau-Ponty was in the process of
reconciling existentialist values of freedom and responsibility with
scientific methods of structural linguistics, and potentially with
the several structuralist applications of this method to what the
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French call the human sciences (Les sciences humaines). Sartre, in
Search for a Method, which served as an introduction to his Critique
of Dialectical Reason, insisted that the task of existentialism was to
‘reconquer man within Marxism’. What he had in mind was to
defeat the Marxist ‘economism’ (economic determinism) of the
party hacks; but his critique would prove equally relevant to the
more sophisticated structuralist Marxism of Althusser and his
followers that would gain prominence in the mid-1960s. In his
Critique, as just mentioned, Sartre reserves an ontological place for
structure and structuralist studies in the domain of the ‘practico-
inert’ and the analytic reasoning that it supports. Again, Althusser’s
‘structural causes’ can be located in the practico-inert domain, as
can Lévi-Strauss’ kinship trees. This is a major function of the
concept of the practico-inert that is often overlooked. But as we said
earlier, as practico-inert, the concept guards individual freedom
and responsibility even in relation to our most impersonal and
‘necessary’ social structures. For example, Sartre raises the question
of how these kinship structures of Lévi-Strauss operate in time of
population scarcity due to war or natural disaster. His implication is
that they do not, that we do not serve the structures, they serve us.
Merleau-Ponty’s interpretation of structures as ‘probabilities’ rather
than as ‘necessities’ preserves existential freedom as well. Again the
humanist motto: ‘You can always make something out of what
you’ve been made into.’

What has come to be known as ‘poststructuralism’ in philosophy or
‘postmodernism’ in literature, art, and architecture is characterized
by what Jean-François Lyotard (in whom these categories overlap)
calls the ‘fission of meaning’. Just as nuclear fission (splitting or
break-up) emits large amounts of energy, so the break-up of the
standard unities of genre and narrative, of form and style, of organic
relation and hierarchical ordering, and, above all, of substance and
self, have yielded multiplicities and interspersions. Similarly, the
structuralist binary oppositions that revealed the ‘logic’ of social and
cultural relations are broken up by poststructuralists like Foucault
into a plurality of rationalities. While Kierkegaard and Nietzsche
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are reinstated as anti-modernist thinkers because of their multiple
concepts of truth and their respective emphases on the power of
willing and the will to power, Sartrean existentialism is dismissed as
incurably modernist because of its alleged reliance on the Cartesian
Cogito as the starting point of philosophical reasoning. Foucault can
be taken as representing the poststructuralist movement when he
remarks in a particularly severe dismissal: ‘The Critique of
Dialectical Reason is the magnificent and pathetic attempt by a
man of the nineteenth century to think the twentieth century. In
that sense, Sartre is the last Hegelian and, I would say, the last
Marxist.’ In other words, in Foucault’s opinion, Sartrean
existentialism has nothing to say to the contemporary mind.

Notwithstanding the reckless vehemence of Foucault’s critique, it is
impossible to confine Sartre even to the century that he doubtless
emblematized for at least two reasons. The Sartrean subject, as I
pointed out, is not a self but a presence-to-self. We have seen that it
is precisely non-self-identical, which invites fruitful dialogue with
postmodern and/or poststructuralist authors like Barthes and
Foucault who speak of the ‘death’ of the author and the ‘eclipse’ of
the self. Though a fundamental dualism does pervade Sartre’s
thought, it is not the commonly rejected duality of mind and body,
of thinking and extended substances à la Descartes, but a dualism
of spontaneity and inertia – a functional, not substantial, duality
that is compatible with poststructuralist thought.

Secondly, though Sartre does not subscribe to a multiplicity of
rationalities, he has clearly distinguished two such in his Critique,
namely dialectical and analytical reason. The former is dynamic and
historical, the latter is neither. This raises the possibility of other
forms of reasoning besides these two. Moreover, he has linked each
of them with a political and social class, the proletariat and the
bourgeoisie respectively, in a bow towards the Foucauldian (and
Nietzschean) unity of knowledge and power – a postmodernist
thesis. In fact, Sartre’s claim that ‘all knowledge is committed’ not
only expresses his concept of life-orienting Choice but also
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introduces the power-knowledge issue in a somewhat Nietzschean
sense well before Foucault made that relationship prominent once
more. And if Sartre is suspicious of the Freudian unconscious for its
threat to individual freedom, he is equally critical of the sceptical
perspectivism and multiple rationalities that he believes discourage
radical social change and thereby favour the socioeconomic status
quo. This was already his criticism of his former friend Raymond
Aron’s approach to historical understanding in the late 1930s.

When one adds de Beauvoir’s continued, if sometimes disputed,
presence in the current feminist movement, one can conclude that,
without being postmodernists avant la lettre, both she and Sartre
can join the proto-existentialists, Kierkegaard and Nietzsche, in
also furthering this aspect of the philosophical conversation in the
21st century.

Hermeneutics
The increased importance of philosophical hermeneutics in the
20th century also contributed a momentum to carry existentialist
thought into the 21st. As the method of interpreting a text,
originally a Biblical and then a legal and finally any literary or
artistic text, hermeneutics has played an important role in
Continental thought. As the notion of ‘text’ came to include the
manifestation of any intentional act from the founding of an
institution to the jabs and feints of a boxer, the scope of
hermeneutical interpretation expanded accordingly. With Wilhelm
Dilthey (1833–1911) and Max Weber (1864–1920), the use of
‘understanding’ became the defining method of the human sciences,
especially history and humanistic sociology (Verstehende Soziologie)
as distinct from the natural sciences. At the hands of Heidegger and
especially his student Hans-Georg Gadamer (1900–2002)
‘understanding’ and interpretation became our fundamental
manner of being-in-the-world.

Like phenomenology, hermeneutics is primarily a method and not a
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metaphysical or ontological theory. It assumes that all knowledge is
contextual (‘situated’, as Sartre would say) and that the knower
comes to a problem with a ‘prejudice’ or pre-understanding of the
issue at hand. This is an ancient problem, as old as the sophistical
argument that learning is impossible because either you knew it
already and hence cannot learn it or it is so foreign to you that you
would not recognize it if ever you encountered it. Hermeneutics
insists that learning is indeed possible because we both know and
do not know whatever we are learning. The problem is to explain in
which sense this paradoxical claim holds true. This is commonly
called the ‘hermeneutic circle’. Gadamer, the best-known
practitioner of hermeneutics in our day, defines it as ‘[letting] what
is alienated by the character of the written word or by the character
of being distantiated by cultural or historical research speak again’.
In other words, it is a method for discerning the meaning of an
unfamiliar text, whether its strangeness be historical, like an
ancient inscription, or simply foreign to us, like the statements of
someone from another culture or even from another profession or
academic speciality. It was introduced into modern philosophy by
Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768–1834) and extended to the human
sciences by Dilthey and Weber. Taken in the broad sense of
‘comprehending’ another’s action as opposed to ‘explaining’ it
causally (which might jeopardize one’s freedom), the existentialists
employed it extensively, each in his or her own way. A brief review of
five of our figures will reveal its use at their hands as well as how
‘existential’ hermeneutics bears continued relevance to current
discussions of the topic.

The first was Nietzsche, no admirer of Schleiermacher, who insisted
that all knowledge was interpretation and denied that there was any
fundamental ‘text’ beyond which one could no longer move in an
attempt to comprehend it definitively. Knowledge could never be
absolute or apodictic; it was interpretation of interpretation all the
way down. This seems to lead to a kind of pragmatist approach to
truth and knowledge that both Nietzsche and the postmodernists
favour. On this account, knowledge is like treading water and truth
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is our success in doing so. This is a far cry from Husserl’s
phenomenology, which was intended to combat just such
‘relativism’ as well as the ‘voluntarism’ (emphasis on will over
intellect in relating to the world) that he believed it fostered.

The anti-Cartesian nature of hermeneutical method comes to the
fore with Martin Heidegger. We are now in the midst of the
hermeneutical circle just mentioned. Heidegger argues that one
already has an inkling (what he calls a ‘pre-understanding’) of the
subject one is investigating prior to its actual pursuit, otherwise one
would not be interested at all. It was Heidegger who rendered
phenomenology hermeneutical. In fact, his masterwork, Being and
Time, is one extended effort to articulate our pre-understanding of
Being that makes our own existence problematic to us. It is also one
reason why his mentor, Husserl, refused to recognize Heidegger’s as
authentic phenomenology.

Sartre continues this line of inquiry in Being and Nothingness
where he appeals to our ‘preontological comprehension’ of an array
of interrelated topics from being and non-being to the criteria of
truth and one’s fundamental project. The task of phenomenological
description is to bring this implicit awareness to reflective
consciousness. Such comprehension is immediate and precognitive.
It affords a concrete guide for our subsequent investigations that
are mediated by reflection and articulated in concepts.

Karl Jaspers adopted the Diltheyan and Weberian method of
applying hermeneutics to the human sciences, particularly to
psychology and history. The concept of comprehension (Verstehen)
that Dilthey formulated and which Weber employed with such
effect was introduced in France by Raymond Aron in the late 1930s.
In fact, it was Aron’s work that sparked Sartre’s interest in the
philosophy of history. Jaspers and the others shared the Diltheyan
ideal of a textual hermeneutic that would enable one ‘to understand
an author better than he understood himself ’. An important
instrument in Jaspers’s psychopathology, as it would later be in
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Sartre’s existential psychoanalysis, hermeneutics served to
‘humanize’ the human sciences by giving us access to their ‘inner
life’; that is, to the intentions and purposes that move agents to
action as distinguished from the natural ‘causes’ that explain their
behaviour.

But Sartre introduces a particularly existentialist-humanist use of
hermeneutics towards the end of Being and Nothingness when he
adopts it as the method of ‘existential psychoanalysis’. The aim of
this project is to bring to reflective consciousness the basic ‘Choice’,
or life-defining project, of an individual. As we noted in Chapter 4,
it assumes that a life is a totalizing phenomenon like the
progression of a narrative, the unity of which depends on a pre-
reflective and sustained adoption of a set of values and criteria that
give meaning/direction (sens) to that life. Since pre-consciousness
is completely translucent and implicitly self-aware, the task of the
existential analyst, who can be the subject him- or herself, is to
bring this comprehension to full knowledge. This is achieved with
the help of a hermeneutic or interpretation of the empirical signs of
the basic Choice. Like someone walking along a sandy beach, one
can ‘read’ one’s direction by looking back at one’s footprints.
Existential psychoanalysis seeks to reveal, not who, in bad faith, we
pretend to be or erroneously think we are, but who our previous
actions reveal we have Chosen (capital ‘C’) to be. Though he does
not use the expression formulated by hermeneuticist Gadamer,
Sartre seems to require a kind of ‘fusion’ of interpretive horizons
between the analyst and the analysand to bring this off. But he does
speak of our ‘comprehension of another’s comprehension’ in
ordinary social experiences as well as in writing an existential
biography such as that of Gustave Flaubert. This would seem to be
the functional equivalent of the fusion of horizons in the successful
act of interpretation.

Moreover, the hermeneutic method assumes that a linguistic
expression or any cultural object is embedded in a tradition. But
this tradition can either impede communication or foster it,
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depending on the proper hermeneutical method employed.
Although Dilthey defended hermeneutics as the proper method of
the human sciences (Geisteswissenschaften) as distinct from the
method of functional relations and causal explanations employed
by the natural sciences (Naturwissenschaften), Heidegger describes
‘understanding’ as the human’s fundamental way of being-in-the-
world. It follows that the method of understanding (Verstehen) is
not simply a complement to the natural sciences, as Dilthey seemed
to imply and as Weber urged, but is the basis of human knowing in
general. Sartre would seem to agree with Heidegger in that our pre-
reflective awareness in Being and Nothingness is elaborated as
‘comprehension’ in the Critique, where it is described as simply the
translucidity of praxis to itself. Hermeneutics would then be a
universal method, appropriate to all forms of human
understanding. And yet Sartre, who links hermeneutics with
dialectical reason and praxis, wishes to retain a place for ‘analytical’
reason as employed in the natural sciences. And to this extent he
agrees with Dilthey and Weber. But he clouds this translucidity
when he introduces the notion of ‘ideology’, or false consciousness,
into the mix. This need not concern us here, except to warn us that
the unblinking eye of Sartrean consciousness is more liable to visual
complications than was previously recognized. Yet even if this
qualifies the scope of human freedom and responsibility, it scarcely
removes it.

An ethics of responsibility
In a post-postmodernist world, the inherited fragmentation of
unifying principles and absolute values constitutes a particular
challenge to ethical theory and moral practice in any recognizable
sense of those terms. To start with, the very notion of an ethical
identity seems to assume what Dilthey called ‘the connectedness of
a life’. From Ancient times, moralists have insisted on consistency as
an essential ingredient in a moral life. Authentic existence in the
Heideggerian sense entails the overcoming of the ‘dissipation’ of our
efforts in sheer busyness and idle curiosity. Both he and Sartre look
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towards a resolute and sustaining project or ‘Choice’ to achieve this
unity rather than taking refuge in some form of substantial identity.
Each philosopher conceives of the human being as a responsible
individual. And while Heidegger was reluctant to venture an ethics
until the ontological question of the meaning of Being had been
fully addressed (which never happened), Sartre was eager to ‘give
the bourgeoisie a guilty conscience’ by drawing attention to those
pockets of bad faith (such as denials of responsibility) that
punctuate our everyday lives. For Sartre, responsibility, like
freedom, is everywhere.

The popularity of French ethicist Emmanuel Levinas (1905–95) in
postmodern ethics opens a door to the revival of existentialist
concepts and values, though he was not commonly viewed as an
existentialist. What attracted many postmodern thinkers to
Levinas’s position was its rejection of a metaphysical foundation for
ethics and its turn to an ethics of responsibility in place of one of
universal principles or abstract values. If Levinas had not existed,
the postmodernists would have had to invent him.

Yet even postmodernists acknowledged the need for basic ethical
principles such as ‘justice’, which Jacques Derrida famously claimed
was ‘perhaps undeconstructable’. By this, he meant that it was
perhaps not liable to Derrida’s usual method (deconstruction) of
unravelling the unity of a concept by analysis of the ‘loose ends’ or
‘traces’ that it harboured from a prior metaphysical assumption.
More simply put, justice was perhaps an absolute in a relativistic
world.

Levinas likewise accorded justice a certain relative ultimacy. For
Levinas, justice is derived from the advent of the third party even
though it is based on the original responsibility of the face-to-face,
his fundamental ethical category. In this sense, justice resembles
Sartre’s concept of the upsurge of our ‘being-for-others’ with the
appearance of a third person in our midst. As with the utilitarians
before them, the postmodernists have found the concept of justice
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their Achilles’ heel. It seems to bear a non-negotiable character to
which they must comply. No amount of ‘gaming’ (as Lyotard
proposed by considering justice an especially serious game) or
metaphorical sleight of hand succeeds in escaping its stark
demands. And yet, as with Kierkegaard’s tragic hero, impersonal
justice, indifferent to ‘attenuating circumstances’, can cause great
harm.

It is at this point that the existentialists’ concept of being-in-
situation offers help. Again, it is a case of sensitivity to concrete
thinking. And once more, it is not so much a matter of introducing
novel ideas as of calling us back to insights that are traditional even
if their conceptual context is not. Two such appeals to ‘concrete’
thinking in Aristotle come to mind, namely his distinction between
justice and fairness (equity) and his concept of the prudent person.
In the former instance, one can avoid the unfairness of the
acontextual application of the law by considering the particularities
of the case. The distinction between the letter and the spirit of the
law is another expression of this same attention to the concrete.

In a sense, the notion of an ethic of situations is not news. It is at
least as ancient as Aristotle’s concept of the prudent person
(phronimos), our second example. This is the one who knows the
right thing to do at the right time in the right circumstance.
Prudence, as ethicist Josef Pieper says, may be understood as
‘situation conscience’. There is an obvious concreteness about
‘prudential’ judgements in the Aristotelian sense. They are the fruit
of a certain non-vicious circularity: the virtuous person is someone
who makes virtuous judgements, but one must learn to be a
virtuous person by making such judgements. That’s just the way it
is. There is no absolute starting point. One is always in medias res.
We find ourselves in the ethical version of the hermeneutic circle.

Like the prudent person, the existentialist judges ‘in-situation’. But
where the prudent person discovers what is the right thing to do,
the existentialist decides what is the right thing to do. He or she is
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‘creative’ where the Aristotelian is investigatory. The ‘authentic’
individual decides in full recognition of the fallibility of his or her
judgement. But having made the choice in view of the best available
evidence, not just arbitrarily, and in view of the promotion of
freedom, the authentic person, as we saw, will make it the right
choice by their follow-through.

It is into this field of ethical free-fall that the existentialist meets the
postmodernists’ demands for an ethical practice without
metaphysical commitment or inviolable laws and principles. As we
have suggested, the Sartrean view of an ethic of value-appropriation
that expresses and sustains freedom throughout a person’s life can
begin to meet these postmodernist requirements in a post-
postmodern world. If the modernist view of ethics, as ethicist
Zygmunt Bauman claims, is to insist that the conflict between the
autonomy of rational animals and the heteronomy of rational
management (between ends and means), though not yet resolved, is
resolvable in principle, while the postmodern position consists in
the willing endorsement of this non-resolvability and a fostering of
the multiplicity of options that this allows, the existentialist stand
offers post-postmodernism both the power of an ethical ideal (for
example, authentic existence in Sartre’s city of ends) and the clear-
eyed willingness to live with inevitable ambiguity, as Merleau-Ponty
and de Beauvoir propose. This is not far from the Aristotelian
warning not to seek greater precision in the moral realm than it
allows and, specifically, not to look for quantitative solutions to
moral problems. And if the existentialist option meets the
postmodern requirement of being unmetaphysical, and so in this
respect is decidedly non-Aristotelian, it remains ‘modernist’ in its
commitment to a humanism but to one of its own fashioning.
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Routledge, 2004). For a theistic critique, see Henri de Lubac, The

Drama of Atheistic Humanism (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1995).

Two relevant classics are Martin Buber’s I and Thou (New York:

Touchstone, 1996) and Paul Tillich’s The Courage to Be (New Haven,

CT: Yale University Press, 2000).

Authenticity
A valuable overview is Jacob Golomb’s In Search of Authenticity: From

Kierkegaard to Camus (London: Routledge, 1995). The Ethics of

Authenticity by Charles Taylor (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University

Press, 1991) has rightly become an influential study of this topic by a

non-existentialist. Charles Guignon’s On Being Authentic (London:

Routledge, 2004) assesses the strengths and weaknesses of this concept

in an accessible manner. Two careful studies of this topic in Sartre’s

thought are Ronald E. Santoni’s Bad Faith, Good Faith, and

Authenticity in Sartre’s Early Philosophy (Philadelphia: Temple

University Press, 1995) and Joseph S. Catalano’s Good Faith and Other

Essays: Perspectives on Sartre’s Ethics (Lanham, MD: Rowman and

Littlefield, 1996).

Existentialism and social thought
De Beauvoir’s autobiography, especially Force of Circumstance, covering

1944–62 (New York: Putnam, 1965), and All Said and Done, covering

1962–72 (New York: Putnam, 1974), provides a first-hand account of

those years of the existentialist movement. William McBride, Sartre’s

Political Theory (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1991)

offers a thorough analysis of Sartre’s political thought throughout his

life. Thomas R. Flynn, Sartre and Marxist Existentialism: The Test Case

of Collective Responsibility (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984)

analyses Sartre’s social ontology. Many of Merleau-Ponty’s political

essays are reprinted in Sense and Non-Sense and in Signs (Evanston, IL:

Northwestern University Press, 1964, both texts). Daniel Conway argues
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for the political significance of Nietzsche’s thought in Nietzsche and the

Political (New York: Routledge, 1996). Similarly, see Tracy B. Strong,

Friedrich Nietzsche and the Politics of Transfiguration (Urbana, IL:

University of Illinois Press, 2000).

Existentialism in the 21st century

A rich and useful study is Kierkegaard in Post/Modernity, ed. Martin J.

Matuštík and Merold Westphal (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University

Press, 1995). The Cambridge Companion to Nietzsche, ed. Bernd

Magnus and Kathleen Higgins (Cambridge: Cambridge University

Press, 1996) contains several relevant essays. The collection Questioning

Ethics: Contemporary Debates in Continental Philosophy, ed. Richard

Kearney and Mark Dooley (London: Routledge, 1999) brings

existentialist concepts and authors into the recent discussion either

explicitly or by implication. Gary Gutting, Foucault: A Very Short

Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005) introduces Sartre

into the discussion, as does Thomas R. Flynn, Sartre, Foucault and

Historical Reason, 2 vols (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997

and 2005).
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Glossary

anguish (Angst, l’angoisse): Awareness of one’s freedom as radical

possibility. This differs from ‘fear’, which has a specific object. Thus

one might fear falling off a cliff but feel anguish before the possibility

of throwing oneself over.

authenticity: The state of acknowledging one’s distinctive individuality.

For Heidegger, this involves resolutely embracing one’s being-unto-

death; for Sartre, it is owning one’s radical freedom and

responsibility. Each existentialist has his or her version of this ‘virtue’.

communication, indirect: The oblique way of gaining the sympathetic

attention of the audience in order to convey values and feelings that

otherwise might be intellectualized or simply rejected out of hand. The

fine arts are particularly effective at this form of ‘concrete’ thinking.

Dasein: Heidegger’s term for the properly human way of being. By

using this term rather than ‘man’, he avoids the traditional humanism

that unwittingly limits a human’s distinctiveness by focusing on the

claim that man is a ‘rational animal’.

existence: Etymologically, it means to ‘stand out’. Humans exist; things

simply are. The existentialists link it with temporality, ekstatic

especially with the future as possibility. It is best captured by similes

such as Kierkegaard’s: ‘What does it mean to exist? To exist is to stand

in a very long line and then not buy a ticket when you reach the

window. No, to exist is to be desperately grasping the mane of a horse

as it races across the plane. No, to exist is like being in the greatest

possible hurry as you ride on the back of a poky pony.’ (See

communication, indirect.)

faith, bad: Sartre’s term for the self-deception to which everyone is

liable by virtue of the bivalent composition of the human situation,
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namely its facticity and transcendence. Authentic existence maintains

this duality in a creative tension. Bad faith attempts to flee the tension

(and its anguish) by either collapsing the transcendence into facticity

or volatilizing the facticity into transcendence. Both attempts are a

denial of our ontological make-up and for that reason futile.

hermeneutics: The method of interpreting or understanding the

meaning of ‘texts’, taken broadly to include dreams, symbols, and the

intentions of other agents, including oneself.

humanism: The philosophical theory that places the human at the

centre of the universe. Its forms – for example atheistic, religious,

Marxist, Renaissance, Classical Greek, and the like – depend on what

they take to be the greatest perfection attainable by a human being.

intentionality: The defining characteristic of consciousness for

Husserl, whereby it aims at (intends) an object in the world. This

frees the phenomenologist from the problem of the ‘bridge’ between

mind and external reality bequeathed modern philosophy by the

‘inside/outside’ epistemology of René Descartes (1596–1650).

nihilism: The belief that there are no objective values, that truth is

purely subjective, and that human existence is meaningless.

Nietzsche believed that the ‘herd’ would succumb to a certain kind of

nihilism following its loss of faith in God, but that ‘free spirits’ would

survive this plague by embracing this situation and creating their own

truths and values.

phenomenology: One of the leading philosophical movements of the

20th century, it was founded by Edmund Husserl. As a method of

rigorously describing the objects of consciousness, it was employed by

existentialists like Heidegger and Sartre.

postmodernism: More of a critical alternative to than a successor of

modernism, it rejects the emphasis on the subject and on

consciousness that characterizes both phenomenology and

existentialism. Though the term has come to be used so broadly as to

be practically meaningless, in the words of its leading proponent,

Jean-François Lyotard (1924–98), it refuses ‘master narratives’ such

as the Marxist theory of history as class struggle and proclaims the

‘fission’ of meaning, that is, the irreparable break-up of unified

sense-making in contemporary society.
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poststructuralism: Often conflated with postmodernism, this is more

philosophical and social-scientific in character than the more literary

and aesthetic postmodernism. It too moves beyond the ‘formalism’ of

structuralism in favour of a multiplicity of rationalities and a critique

of the meaning-giving subject of phenomenology and existentialism.

The movement would include Michel Foucault (1926–84) and other

former structuralists, such as Jacques Lacan (1901–81) and Roland

Barthes (1915–80), among its number.

situation: Humans exist ‘in-situation’, meaning that they are immersed

in the givens of their conscious lives such as their parentage,

nationality, gender, social identity, and previous choices. This is their

‘facticity’. But they also ‘transcend’ those givens by the manner in

which they relate to their facticity; for example, with shame or pride,

with resignation or refusal, in hope or despair. The human situation is

an inherently ambiguous mixture of these two components, facticity

and transcendence, the given and the taken. (See faith, bad.)

structuralism: As the term suggests, it is the theory that our social

interactions, beginning with our language (Ferdinand de Saussure)

but extending to the logic of ‘primitive’ societies (Claude Lévi-

Strauss), our ideologies (Louis Althusser), our literary endeavours

(Roland Barthes), and even our unconscious (Jacques Lacan) are

subject to largely unconscious rules and codes that precede and guide

our conscious actions. Because of its emphasis on formal structure

over content (the abstract and universal over the concrete and

particular), as well as its relative discounting of individual creativity,

it was considered antithetical to humanism in general and to

existentialism in particular.

temporality, ekstatic: Developed by Heidegger, adapted by Sartre and

others, but anticipated by Kierkegaard, this refers to the threefold

dimension of lived time as distinct from quantitative ‘clock’ time,

namely the past as ‘thrownness’ or facticity, the future as ‘projection’

or ekstasis, and the present as ‘fallenness’ or immersion in the average

everyday. It elaborates the existentialist view that we are

fundamentally time-bound but emphasizes the dimension of the

future as possibility and, above all, our most proper possibility, our

being-unto-death.
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