
Existentialism! 
“A philosophical theory or approach that emphasizes the existence of the individual person as a free and responsible agent determining her own development 

through acts of the will.”

Dasein:  
“Being that we ourselves are,.” human be-ing in the world. Introduced by Heidegger in Being in Time, similar to kierkegaard’s “The single individual.” 

Freedom: 
Because humans have no predetermined, objective essence, you are radically free to determine your own purpose. 

Responsibility: 
Because you are radically free to determine your own purpose, you are radically responsible for your actions and existence. 

Anxiety: 
If all the above haven’t made you anxious by now, you are probably either too Christian or too Classical philosophical for existentialism. 

The absurd: 
You know when you repeat a word so many times it doesn’t sound like a word anymore? Do that with everything in existence. 

The crowd:  
The field in which Dasein operates, includes public opinion, social norms, religious beliefs, moral codes, and paradigms. 

Facticity:  
facts about your existence that a third-party observer could access; these facts don’t belong to you, they just describe you. 

Transcendence:  
your attitude, relative to your factic properties; your understanding of yourself positioned within the third-party gaze. 

Alienation:  
the self is necessarily unknowable, to anyone, including yourself. 

Authenticity: 
there is no essential good for humans—nothing you are supposed to be. Accordingly, you must live your life with that understanding.  

Nothingness: 
Nothingness is a necessary fact of existence. 
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Soren Kierkegaard, fear and Trembling (New YorK: Penguin, 1986). 

  

Kierkegaard!
Brief Bio: born 1813 in Copenhagen and only left once. Took lots 

of walks. Was infatuated with/engaged to Regine Olsen but broke the 

engagement, ran to berlin, wrote stuff, and came back. 

Themes 
Faith: exemplified in our judeo-christian world by Abraham on mount 

Moriah; a paradoxical and deeply personal state of being that reconciles 

universal and particular, infinite and temporal, ethics and fanaticism. 

Unknowability: we can understand faith through example but we can’t 

know it without achieving it. 

Ineffability: Similar to unknowability—we can talk around faith but 

can’t express it with precision. 

The impossible: what we want to have faith in. For Abraham, this was 

the notion that murdering his son would please god. 

Infinite resignation: not the same as faith, but a necessary step on 

the road to faith. In order to have faith in the impossible, you first have to 

resign yourself completely to its impossibility. 

The absurd: absurdity is what brings you back from infinite resignation, 

just go with it. 

Anxiety/courage: to surrender wholly to the impossible will produce 

anxiety. To trust in the absurd requires courage. Both are necessary to 

achieve faith. 

Isolation: the experience of infinite resignation and subsequent redemption 

by virtue of the absurd is something only you can achieve for yourself, and 

it is a lonely process. 

Important quotes 
“To be able to lose one’s understanding and with it the whole of the finite 

world whose stockbroker it is, and then on the strength of the absurd 

get exactly the same finitude back again, that leaves me aghast.” (65–66) 

“Infinite resignation is the last stage before faith, so that anyone who has 

not made this movement does not have faith; for only in infinite resignation 

does my eternal validity become transparent to me.” (75) 

“The absurd is not one distinction among others embraced by understanding. 

It is not the same as the improbable, the unexpected, the unforeseen.” (75) 

“Conviction is mere frivolity compared with a faith that is unshakeable 

even when it sees the impossibility.” (76) 

“It takes a purely human courage to renounce the whole of temporality in 

order to win eternity. . . and that courage is the courage of faith.” (77) 

“How monstrous a paradox faith is, a paradox capable of making a murder 

into a holy act well pleasing to god. . . which no thought can grasp 

because faith begins precisely where thinking leaves off.” (82) 

Less-important quotes 
“Theology sits all painted at the window courting philosophy’s favor, 

offering philosophy its delights.” (62) 

“Even in loving another, one should be sufficient unto oneself.” (73) 

“A lot is said in our time about irony and humour, particularly by people 

who have never succeeded in practicing them but who nevertheless know 

how to explain everything.” (80)



Walter Kaufmann, ed., trans., the portable Nietszche (New York: Penguin, 1954). 

Nietzsche!
brief bio: Born in 1844 in what was then Prussia, to a family of 

protestant ministers. Attended fancy schools, had intense relationships 

and fallings out with wagner and lou salome, wandered nomadically and 

wrote a lot. Experienced an acute mental breakdown in 1899, purportedly 

after throwing himself in front of a whip that was being used to cruelly 

beat a horse. (Whips featured prominently in nietzsche’s life.) Remained mad, 

died in 1900, probably not from syphilis. 

Major works 
The gay science: published in 1882, introduces the notion that “god is 

dead,” and the concept of eternal recurrence.  

Thus spoke Zarathustra: Published in four parts between 1883 and 

1885. Each of the first three parts was written in about ten days; no one 

is really sure where the fourth part belongs. Controversial due to its 

literary style, which includes fictional characters, parables, allegory, and 

(allegedly) narrative. touches on most of Nietzsche’s key ideas; he 

considered it his most important work.  

Beyond good and evil: published in 1886, re-introduces the will to 

power; refines the argument that there is no universal moral truth and 

that “equality” is a pernicious construct; Challenges the idea that 

domination of the weak is a universal moral wrong; proposes a series of 

moralities that are appropriate to their corresponding social roles.  

Twilight of the idols: published in 1888, largely an examination and 

dressing-down of Socrates, plato, kant, and Christianity, with some 

entertaining detours into maxims that read like late 19
th

-century bumper-

stickers. subtitle “how to philosophize with a hammer” refers to the 

hammer of a tuning fork. 

The antichrist: published in 1888, devoted to expressing contempt for 

Christianity. Argues that Christianity is an opiate for the weak, unhealthy 

masses. 

Themes and quotes 
God is dead: this is the catastrophic realization that Nietzsche’s writing 

attempts to resolve. At best, the acknowledgement that god is dead 

leads to perspectivism (so-named after Nietzsche’s death), or the loss of 

universal truth. At worst, it leads to. . . 

Nihilism: nothing has inherent value. Life lacks purpose.  

Eternal recurrence: If you knew that you were going to be reborn, 

over and over again, to relive your life exactly as you’ve already lived it, 

how would you feel? (Correct answer: Joyous. Likely answer: Nauseated.) 

unclear if Nietzsche actually believed in eternal recurrence, or if he was 

just using it as a thought experiment. 

The overman: the stage of human development that comes after the 

realization that god is dead and the acceptance of all that entails—man is 

a bridge between animal and the overman, and “man” is a human affliction 

that must be overcome. “I teach you the overman. Man is something that 

shall be overcome. . . what is the ape to man? A laughingstock or painful 

embarrassment. And man shall be just that for the overman” (124) 

The last man: the stage of humanity immediately prior to the rise of 

the overman, characterized by a desire for comfort, happiness, 

entertainment, and moral constraints. “ ‘We have invented happiness,’ say 

the last men, and they blink” (130).  

Revaluation of values: It’s impossible to achieve the overman by 

clinging to inherited value systems, both from judeo-christian religious 

systems and classical moral philosophy. “False coasts and false 

assurances the good have taught you; in the lies of the good you were 

hatched and huddled. Everything has been made fraudulent and has been 

twisted through and through by the good” (325.) in order to truly herald 

the death of god and the rise of the overman, one must, in zarathustra’s 

words, “break the old tablets.” “New lyres are needed for your songs” (332).



Stephen priest, ed..., Jean-Paul Sartre: Basic Writings (London: Routledge, 2001). 

Sartre!
Brief bio: Born 1905 in Paris and brought up, strictly, by 

protestant theologians. Enrolled at the Ecole Normale superieure in 1924, 

met his life partner, Simone de Beauvoir. Lived out of hotels, wrote out of 

cafes (he had a very rigid daily schedule), popped amphetamines. Spent WWII 

at the maginot line in the French Meteorological corps. Refused the nobel 

prize for literature in 1964, Fell unconscious and died in 1980. 

Themes and quotes 
Existence Precedes essence: There is no “human nature” or essential 

human-ness. Compare to an artifact: For us to create, say, a shake weight, 

we must first have an idea of what the shake weight is to do—what it’s 

essential qualities are. Man has no such prior purpose. 

“Man first of all exists, encounters himself, surges up in the world—and 

defines himself afterwards” (28). 

Being-in-itself: en-soi. objective region of being. self-co-incident and can 

be nothing other than what it is. uncreated, not active, beyond negation 

and affirmation. is solid. Sometimes it helps to think about the universe 

before the big bang. 

“Being is opaque to itself precisely because it is filled with itself. . .being is 

what it is” (111). 

Being-for-itself: pour-soi. subjective region of being, linked to 

consciousness. Once you are conscious of your being, you are necessarily 

separated from it, because being in-itself admits nothing outside itself. As 

soon as you are aware, you are separate from the thing you are aware of. 

For-itself is what gives you possibilities and the freedom to construct and 

define your self.  

“The for-itself is the being which determines itself to exist inasmuch as it 

can not coincide with itself” (118). 

“The separation which separates belief from itself can not be grasped or 

even conceived in isolation” (117). 

Situation: Being for-itself must be situated in something outside itself; 

once being is situated, the for-itself is necessary. Situation and being-for-

itself are both sufficient and necessary for each other. 

Nothingness: By saying that anything exists, you have to admit to 

nothingness. This is the space between being in-itself and for-itself—it 

allows for awareness and separation. 

“The permanent possibility of non-being, outside us and within, conditions 

our questions about being” (140). 

Freedom: Another necessary consequence of consciousness. Because 

existence precedes essence and you must define your self, you are 

radically free.  

“I am condemned to be free” (184). 

“Freedom is precisely the nothingness which is made-to-be at the heart of 

man and which forces human reality to make itself instead of to be. . .for 

human reality, to be is to choose oneself” (185). 

Responsibility: To paraphrase spiderman’s uncle, “With great freedom 

comes great responsibility.” 

The Self: You don’t find the self in being-in-itself, because being-in-itself 

cannot be self-aware (or aware, full stop). there is no objective self—

seeing your self is like being in a hall of mirrors; you understand yourself 

by reflecting on yourself.  

“The self cannot be apprehended as a real existent; the subject can not be 

self, for coincidence with self, as we have seen, causes the self to 

disappear” (116). 

“there is an indissoluble unity of the reflecting consciousness and the 

reflected consciousness (to the point that the reflecting consciousness 

could not exist without the reflected consciousness). But the fact remains 

that we are in the presence of a synthesis of two consciousnesses, one of 

which is consciousness of the other” (152). 



Frantz Fanon, Black Skin White masks. New York: Grove Press, 1967. 

fanon!
brief bio: Born in 1925 in Martinique, to a black bourgeois family. 

Left the colony in 1943, after having learned politics from Aime Cesaire, an 

important critic of colonialism. Briefly worked for the French government 

as a psychiatrist in Algeria, but realized he could not support their brutal 

repression of the anticolonial movement, quit his job, and devoted himself 

to the Algerian struggle for independence. Died of leukemia in 1961. 

Themes and Quotes: 
The Other: Being-in-itself is one-dimensional—it is wholly itself, like a 

point. Being-for-itself is two-dimensional—once you are aware of your 

existence, you can move yourself forward and define yourself and your 

future, like a line. Being-through-others is three-dimensional—you can move 

toward and away from the other, and the other can move toward and 

away from you. You have three points of reference—like a plane. 

Importantly, “blackness” is not a product of being-in-itself or being-for-

itself; it comes from being-through-others.  

“In the train it was no longer a question of being aware of my body in the 

third person but in a triple person. In the train I was given not one but 

two, three places. . .It was not that I was finding febrile coordinates in 

the world. I existed triply: I occupied space. I moved toward the other” (112). 

“Ontology…does not permit us to understand the being of the black man. 

For not only must the black man be black; he must be black in relation to 

the white man” 

Facticity: Sartre’s “situation” was neutral; fanon presents a 

facticity/situation that has the power to limit, because it is determined 

by the other.  

“The white world, the only honorable one, barred me from all participation. 

A man was expected to behave like a man. I was expected to behave like a 

black man” (114). 

“I am overdetermined from without” (116). 

Shame/Nausea: Fanon’s shame/nausea is a product of the idea of 

blackness imposed on him by the other.  

“ ‘here say hello to my friend from Martinique (be careful, he’s extremely 

sensitive.’ Shame. Shame and self-contempt. Nausea” (116). 

Types of being-through-others:  

Object: essence is prior to his existence—your purpose is determined from 

outside yourself because of your skin color. 

“I subjected myself to an objective examination, I discovered my blackness, 

my ethnic characteristics; and I was battered down by tom-toms, 

cannibalism, intellectual deficiency, fetishism, racial defects, slave-ships, 

and above all else, above all: ‘sho’ good eatin’ “ (112) 

“I am overdetermined from without. I am the slave not of the ‘idea’ that 

others have of me but of my own appearance. . . I am fixed. Having adjusted 

their microtomes, they objectively cut away slices of my reality” (116). 

Other: your existence is qualified In all conceivable instances. 

“When people like me, they tell me it is in spite of my color. When they 

dislike me, they point out that it is not because of my color. Either way, I 

am locked into the infernal circle” (116). 

Foil: Your existence is only relevant in opposition to another’s. 

“. . . For us the body is not something opposed to what you call the mind. 

We are in the world. And  long live the couple, Man and Earth! Besides, our 

men of letters helped me to convince you; your white civilization 

overlooks subtle riches and sensitivity. Listen: “Emotive sensitivity. Emotion 

is completely negro as reason is greek.’ “ (127). 

Stage: Your existence represents a stage of development, but not the one 

the other has achieved. 

“”Your properties have been exhausted by us. We have earth mystics such 

as you will never approach. Study our history and you will see how far 

this fusion has gone” (129).



Jay L. Garfield, commentary and trans., the fundamental wisdom of the middle way: nagarjuna’s mulamadhyamakakarika. New York: oxford university Press, 1995. 

Nagarjuna!
Brief bio: Lived in south India around 2

nd
 century AD as a 

Buddhist monk. founded the middle path schools of Mahayana Buddhism 

(Madhyamika), wrote a Lot.  Probably the most important Buddhist 

philosopher besides the historical Buddha.  

Mulamadhyamakakarika: or Fundamental 

verses on the middle way, nagarjuna’s best known, most important 

writing. Structured collection of terse, sometimes cryptic verses. 

Canonical translation is Tibetan (the dbu-ma rtsa-ba shes-rab). 

Themes and quotes 
Reductio ad absurdum: argument from contradiction. Ex: “If that’s true, 

then I’m a monkey’s uncle.” X can’t be true, because if X is true, then so is Y, 

and Y is absurd. 

Inherent existence: svabhava. Essential or primary existence, that 

which is real, objective, and irreducible. The kind of existence that seems 

like it should be structuring or holding up the real world, but doesn’t, 

because the concept of inherent existence is absurd, as proved through the 

reductio ad absurdum arguments.  

Conventional existence: dependent existence, related to the way we 

name things or ascribe uses/purposes to them. A shake weight is only 

dependently existent as a shake weight—it could just as easily be a 

doorstop, depending on the convention we’re using to talk about it. 

Dependent co-origination: Pratityasamutpada, everything is mutually 

interdependent. Nothing is self-caused, caused by something external, or 

non-caused. Everything that arises does so mutually with everything else. 

“neither from itself nor from another, / nor from both, / nor without a 

cause, / does anything whatever, anywhere arise” (3) 

Reification: Believing that everything exists inherently. 

Nihilism: Believing that nonexistence is inherently existent. 

Emptiness: fundamental essence of all things. There is nothing that 

inherently exists, because that is absurd, but that doesn’t mean that 

everything is nonexistent (Nihilism). Rather, it means existence is empty. 

Interestingly (maddeningly?) emptiness itself is empty.  

Emptiness “is is not a self-existent void standing behind a veil of illusion 

comprising conventional reality, but merely a characteristic of 

conventional reality” (91). 

The middle way: Because of dependent co-origination, the only non-

absurd way to understand the world is to believe in the emptiness of 

inherent existence and the simultaneous emptiness and meaningfulness of 

conventional existence. 

“Nagarjuna and his followers do argue that the entire everyday world is, 

from the ultimate standpoint, nonexistent” (94). 

“The actuality of that entire phenomenal world, persons and all, is 

recovered within that emptiness” (95). 

“Only in the context of emptiness—what might appear to be the greatest 

threat to meaningfulness—can a meaningful life be understood” (180).  

Verses 
“Whatever is dependently co-arisen / that is explained to be emptiness. / 

that, being a dependent designation, / Is itself the middle way. / something 

that is not dependently arisen, / such a thing does not exist. / therefore a 

nonempty thing / Does not exist” (69).  

“To say ‘it is’ is to grasp for permanence. / to say ‘it is not’ is to adopt the 

view of nihilism. / therefore a wise person / does not say ‘exists’ or ‘does 

not exist.’ / ‘whatever exists through its essence / cannot be nonexistent’ 

is eternalism. / ‘it existed before but doesn’t now’ / entails the error of 

nihilism.



 

 


