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Meaning in Life: Existentialist Answers
 Q1. How can we pursue Meaning in Life given no assured or likely cosmic Meaning of Life?
 Q2. Is meaning possible despite the absurdity of life, suffering and the banality in Existence?
 Let’s consider the personal, moral, social or altruistic prerequisites for leading a meaningful life.
 And explore the role of projects, work, relationships and efforts to advance the common good.
 Q3. Does the absence of divine or human rationales or purpose for Existence still allow for
or even necessitate that we choose our values and seek transcendence of the personal?
 Q4. What constitutes a meaningful life for YOU and what sorts of literary, secular, philosophical,
spiritual or religious ideas or ideals inform your sense of meaning?
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A Brief History of Existentialism
 Søren Kierkegaard (1813-1853): Philosophical foundations of modern existentialism
⌂ “Life can only be understood backwards, but it must be lived forward”
 Edmund Husserl (1859-1938): Phenomenology

Martin Heidegger (1889-1976): Existence (Dasein)

 Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900): “God is dead”

Martin Buber (1878-1965): Authentic Existence

 Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980): “Existence precedes essence”
 Simone de Beauvoir (1908-1986): “meaning is never fixed”
 Albert Camus (1913-1960): Existentialism and Absurdity
 Viktor Frankl (1905-1997): Founder of Logotherapy
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Existence and Nausea: Jean-Paul Sartre
 Everything that exists, including humans, does so without necessity or reason.
 There is no design or rationale, either human or divine, for Existence.

 All entities or Existence is “contingent” including every Human Being.
“So this is the Nausea: this blinding revelation? … Now I know: I exist – the
world exists – and I know that the world exists. That’s all. But I don’t care.
It’s strange that I should care so little about everything: it frightens me.” (p.176)
“I understood the Nausea, I possessed it. To tell the truth, I did not formulate
my discoveries to myself. But I think that now it would be easy for me to put
them in words. The essential thing is contingency. I mean that one cannot
define existence as necessity. To exist is simply to be there.” (Nausea, p.188)
“And this is the meaning of its existence: it is conscious of being superfluous.”
(Nausea, 1938/1949,1965, p.241)
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Being and Meaning: Jean-Paul Sartre
 Sartre presents the “pre-reflective cogito” (in contrast to Descartes’ rational Cogito)
as the basis for consciousness and reflection (Being and Nothingness, 1943).

 Being is “in itself”, consciousness, opaque, “filled with itself”: “being is what it is”.
 Being In-Itself is bound and limited by its facticity (already determined, the past).
 Being For-Itself is contingent, free to choose it values, it engages with possibility.
 Sartre claims “existence precedes essence”; Man is “thrown into existence”, “man is
nothing other than what he makes of himself” (Existentialism Is a Humanism, 1946).

 Given the primacy of Existence and Being, we are unavoidably the authors of the
meaning in our lives: that is the authentic opportunity (and challenge) for Existents.
 Our quest for meaning in life (as Existentialists) hence necessarily starts with Being.
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Existence and Absurdity: Albert Camus & Sartre
 “Judging whether life is or is not worth living amounts to answering the
fundamental question of philosophy.” (Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus, 1942)
 “The absurd is born of this confrontation between the human need” – nostalgia
for reason and longing for happiness – and “the unreasonable silence of the world.”
Once doctrine is rejected through consciousness and revolt the absurd
man assumes the weight of his own life – “I must carry it alone” (Camus).

“The absurd man will not commit suicide; he wants to live, without
relinquishing any of his certainty, without a future, without hope, without
illusions … and without resignation either” (Sartre, 1943)
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Absurdity and Meaning in Life: Camus
The Myth of Sisyphus

txt

Zeus condemned
Sisyphus to eternal
punishment after
he cheated death:
forever rolling a
boulder up a hill.

Camus: “man going back down” the hill
like Sisyphus has a breathing space and
“that is the hour of consciousness”.
We conclude “all is well”, accepting our
burden again, and like Sisyphus we find
this universe “neither sterile nor futile”.
“The struggle itself toward the heights
is enough to fill a man's heart.”
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Oran on the coast of Algeria…
“There's no question of heroism in all this. It's a matter of
common decency. That's an idea which may make some
people smile, but the only means of fighting a plague is
— common decency.” (Dr Rieux)
“They endured that profound misery
of all prisoners and all exiles, which
is to live with a memory that is of
no use to them… though this was
exile, in most cases it was exile at
home” vs the “ache of separation”.
“Rieux shook his head in his usual
way and said this was a matter for
Rambert: he had chosen happiness
Rieux could not argue against that.”

Meaning & Relating: Simone de Beauvoir, Sartre
 Simone de Beauvoir in writing The Second Sex recounts her experience of Being-for-

Herself so that women and men can reflect on the freedom and subjectivity of women.
 In relationships, if people “assume the ambiguity” (as Being For-Itself

and Being In-Itself) of existence with a “modesty, correlative to an
authentic pride, they would meet each other as fellows” and genuine
mutual recognition is possible (de Beauvoir, The Second Sex).

 Relationships arise from Being, as part of Being-For-Others, and are
central to meaning: awareness of the Other’s freedom avoid us seeing
others as objects (narcissism) or being “fixed by their gaze” (bad faith).
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Authentic Existence: Martin Buber
 Religious existentialism of Martin Buber was influenced by Søren Kierkegaard,
Friedrich Nietzsche and Jewish mystical writings from Hassidism.
 Buber’s concerns are the distinction between mere existence
and authentic existence, man’s relationship to others and God.
 There are two primary words: I-It where, by nature, It comes
after I — and I-Thou which emerges from the relationship.
 I-It concerns mere existence, the past, subject-object while full
human authentic subject-subject existence is formed in I-Thou.
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Purposeful Existence: Viktor Frankl
 “Everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the last of the human freedoms —
to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.”
 “Ultimately, man should not ask what the meaning of his life is, but rather he must recognize that

it is he who is asked. In a word, each man is questioned by life; and he can only answer to life by
answering for his own life; to life he can only respond by being responsible. Thus, logotherapy
sees in responsibleness the very essence of human existence.” (Man’s Search for Meaning)

 Ella Blumenthal shares her story of survival (interview from Cape Town, 2020)
https://youtu.be/U4Fo7XUqjDw

 Eddie Jaku: A Holocaust survivor’s blueprint for happiness (TED Talk, 2019)
https://www.ted.com/talks/eddie_jaku_a_holocaust_survivor_s_blueprint_for_happiness
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Meaning, Morality, Life Purpose, Flourishing
A Virtuous Circle: Meaning in Life
RESPONSIBILITY

based on Morality and Life Purpose
RESPECT

FREEDOM

AUTHENTICITY
REVOLT

LOVE

DECENCY
DEDICATION

Akiva Quinn 2020

INTEGRITY

lead to Flourishing and Happiness.

Readings on Existentialism: A World of Choice
“One single book can significantly change the reader’s attitude and action
to an extent unmatched by the impact of any other single medium” (CIA)
 Jean-Paul Sartre

Nausea (1938); Being and Nothingness (1943); Existentialism Is a Humanism (1946)

 Albert Camus

The Outsider (1942/1946); The Myth of Sisyphus (1942/1955); The Plague (1947)

 Simone de Beauvoir The Ethics of Ambiguity (1947); The Second Sex (1949)
 Martin Buber

I and Thou (1923/1937)

 Viktor Frankl

Man's Search for Meaning (1946)

 Susan Wolf

Meaning in Life and Why It Matters (2010)

 David Cerbone

All That Matters: Existentialism (2015)

 Jonathan Webber

Rethinking Existentialism (2018)

Existentialism & Meaning: Film & Literature
 Fyodor Dostoyevsky, Notes from the Underground; The Brothers Karamazov
 Franz Kafka, The Metamorphosis; The Trial. Hermann Hesse, Steppenwolf
 J.D. Salinger, Catcher in the Rye. George Orwell, Animal Farm; 1984
 Milan Kundera, The Unbearable Lightness of Being; Immortality; The Joke
 Sylvia Plath, The Bell Jar. Paulo Coelho, The Alchemist; Veronika Decides to Die. Daniel Quinn, Ishmael
 Chuck Palahniuk, Fight Club - Film (1999). Films: Her (2013). Things to Come (2016)
 Mary Shelley, Frankenstein – Films: Mary Shelley (2017). Three Colours: Blue (1993)
 Groundhog Day (1993). The Truman Show (1998). Being John Malkovich (1999). Adaptation (2002)

