A Primer of Existentialism
Consider the following principles of existentialism. With your group, initiate a discussion aimed at explaining the principle and providing examples for it. Your examples should be from the attached handout. You will then choose three of these principles that you feel most confident about and present them to the rest of the class. 

1. EXISTENCE BEFORE ESSENCE


1.1. Human life is understandable only in terms of an individual man’s existence, his particular experience of life. This experience is unique, radically different from everyone else’s and can be understood truly only in terms of his involvement in life or commitment to it.

2. REASON HAS NO POWER IN DEALING WITH THE DEPTHS OF HUMAN LIFE


2.1. Human reason is relatively weak and imperfect
2.2. There are dark places in human life to which reason scarcely penetrates. Man must be taken in his wholeness and not in some divided state; the whole man contains not only intellect but also anxiety, guilt, and will to power, which modify and sometimes overwhelm the reason.

3. ALIENATION OR ESTRANGEMENT

3.1. Man’s estrangement from God – man’s spiritual barrenness is caused by a desire for a greater army, a greater navy, or taller public buildings 

3.2. Man’s estrangement from nature – one of modern man’s most urgent dangers is that he builds ever higher the brick and steel walls of technology which shut him away from a health giving life according to “nature”
3.3 Man’s estrangement from other men – the crowding of men into cities, the subdivision of labor which submerges the man in his economic function, the development of centralized government, the growth of advertising, propaganda, and mass media of entertainment and communication drive men asunder by destroying their individuality and making them live on the surface of life, content to live with things rather than people.

3.4. Man’s estrangement from his own true self –man’s nature is distorted by an exaltation
 of reason

4. FEAR AND TREMBLING, ANXIETY


4.1. The anguish of Abraham
 – the anxiety that oppresses modern man is the necessity to make moral choices on his own responsibility; this anxiety makes each man’s life irretrievably his own.

5. THE ENCOUNTER WITH NOTHINGNESS

5.1 Modern man finds himself not on the highway of Progress, but on the brink of a catastrophic precipice, below which lies the absolute void, an uncompromising black Nothingness. 

5.2 The void felt by most people is a hunger they seek to assuage
 with alcohol, sex, and violence in an aimless progress from bar to bed to bull-ring.

6. FREEDOM

6.1. For the atheist existentialists, because there is no God to give purpose to the universe, each man must accept individual responsibility for his own becoming, a burden made heavier by the fact that in choosing for himself, he chooses the image of man as it “ought to be.”

6.2. For the religious existentialists, man’s condition is a state of alienation from his essential nature which is God-like, the problem of his life being to heal the chasm between the two, that is, to find salvation.
� an excessively intensified sense of well-being, power, or importance


� In the Old Testament, Abraham was commanded by God to sacrifice his beloved son Isaac; Abraham needs to choose between love for his son and love for God, between the universal moral law that says “thou shalt not kill,” and the inner demand of his religious faith


� Provide relief from something painful
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