
English 11 Honors 
Unit V: Existentialism & No Exit 

Existentialism: A Quick Reference Guide1
 

 
Take a deep breath.  This handout covers a number of key thinkers over the past 150 years or so who contributed to what we know of 
as the existential attitude.  Though Sartre and de Beauvoir were the only ones here to openly identify as ―existentialists,‖ the others 
contributed greatly to this philosophical (as well as artistic and literary) movement. 

 
Existentialism is a philosophy with characteristics that appear in works as early as the Bible.  With key 19th century figures like Søren 
Kierkegaard and Frederich Nietzsche questioning the very nature of existence, God, authenticity, and freedom, existential thought 
blossomed into a cultural movement following the atrocities of WWII.  This movement was made popular by famous philosophers 
like Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir,2 and the literature of Albert Camus.3 
 
Finally, remember that this cursory overview of the last 150ish years of thought is not meant to be anything but a clarification of 
terms.  Some of these definitions are extreme simplifications of very complicated ideas.  If you’re looking for a more 
comprehensive explanation of how and why these thinkers and their ideas developed (as well as the many existential voices not listed 
in this chart), consider the links posted to our website, or the readings listed throughout this handout. 
 

Existentialism: The Key Figures 

Name Lived Key Writings Attitudes / Contributions to Existential Thought 

Søren 
Kierkegaard 

1813-
1855 

The Concept of Anxiety, Either/Or, The 
Sickness unto Death, Practice in Christianity 

Apolitical. Some today would call him a ―Christian fundamentalist.‖ SK was philosophizing when Danish 
society was largely concerned with a sense of self (or a ―collective consciousness‖) defined by upper-middle 
class Christians (that is, owners of property and businesses).  SK introduces the notion that to really exist is 
to be passionate, i.e. to passionately commit oneself to a way of life (for SK, it’s Christianity and passionate 
―inwardness‖). Truly passionate person isn’t the one who is dramatically visible for everyone else.  True 
passion is contained inside and defined by one’s passions. SK borrows from the ideals of the ancient Greeks, 
i.e. passion as intermittent bouts of insanity.  But passion requires a certain kind of freedom.  Of the Danish 
revolution of 1848, SK says ―People hardly ever make use of the freedom (of thought) they do have and 
instead they demand freedom of speech as compensation.‖ In other words, real freedom has to do with 
choices, how you’re going to live, and the consequences of those choices. 
 

Fredrich 
Nietzsche 

1844-
1900 

Thus Spoke Zarathustra; Human, all too 
Human; On the Genealogy of Morality; 
Beyond Good and Evil 
 

Atheist. Famously wrote ―God is dead,‖ as a way to resituate ideas of freedom and responsibility back into 
the control of the individual.  FN advocates that we must discover in ourselves who we really are by 
identifying what we love, and committing ourselves to those things. Lived in isolation for most of his mature 
life. Seldom reached out to small audiences, dedicated many books to ―the select few.‖ Writes as if to a 
single reader, using quasi-conspiratorial tone, e.g. We are all different from all of them.  For FN, to be ―truly 
existing,‖ to really be a person, one must take hold of one’s own life, identify one’s talents and virtues, and 
spend one’s life manifesting those talents.  FN places great value on passionately throwing yourself into this 
work to become what you are.  For all existentialists, though, to live is to live passionately.  (Nietzsche seems 
to use more exclamation points than any other philosopher, too!) 

Martin 
Heidegger 

1889-
1976 

Being and Time, The Origin of the Work of 
Art 

Fascist.  Hailed as one of the most important philosophers in the 20th century, MH’s ideas have influenced 
many disciplines beyond just continental philosophy.  For existentialists, his terminology (see chart below) 

                                                 
1 Much of this information can be found in Thomas R. Flynn’s Existentialism: A Very Short Introduction, William Spanos’ A Casebook on Existentialism, Robert Bernasconi’s How to 
Read Sartre, and a series of lectures from UT-Austin professor of philosophy, Robert Solomon. 
2 There are many other philosophers ―doing‖ existentialism at this time, but none more than Sartre.  For the sake of time, we’ll only be looking at him. 
3 There were many, many, many other writers producing Literature at this time with existential themes, though we won’t be studying any of them in this unit.  See me for 
suggestions if you’re interested. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?annotation_id=annotation_2910055605&feature=iv&index=1&list=PLYUiZKFdCnGZwEDRNKVltfA3kOgQ77DNh&src_vid=F4WAXQJyxCo&v=1X6eytZkfvs


 gives later thinkers a framework for understanding the individual’s role in society.  For MH (and all 
existentialists) existence involves seeking a delicate balance of competing forces.   

Albert 
Camus 

1913-
1960 

The Stranger, The Fall, The Myth of 
Sisyphus and Other Essays, The Rebel 

Marxist.  Born to poor French parents in Algeria, Camus worked as a journalist and edited a resistance 
newspaper in Nazi occupied Paris.  He later wrote novels, essays, and plays articulating what he saw as the 
absurdity of everyday life.  His characters struggle to make meaning in difficult positions, and resist popular 
attitudes, instead opting for resistance and personal reflection.  He and Sartre were dear friends for a while, 
but had a very famous and public falling out. 

Jean-Paul 
Sartre 

1905-
1980 

Being and Nothingness, ―Existentialism is 
Not a Humanism,‖ No Exit, Nausea, 

The Devil and the Good Lord 

Marxist.  One of the most influential philosophers of the 20th century.  Born into a middle class Parisian 
family, Sartre was educated at Ecole Normale Superior and served in WWII as a meteorologist, and was a 
POW for 9 months.  Once freed, he wrote extensively about freedom, responsibility, choice, and 
nothingness: all topics that are cornerstones in20th century existential thought.  His famous line ―Existence 
precedes essence,‖ suggests the importance of personal choice in becoming what one is, that individuality 
comes down to individual choice.  All individuals, though, must accept the consequences of their choices as 
individuals. Sartre advocates for ―absolute freedom,‖ but his definitions are always ambiguous and, at times, 
contradictory.  Still, most people misunderstand ―absolute freedom‖ to be permission to do whatever you 
want.  Not so, says Sartre.  He’s well aware that people of his generation are born into a world filled with 
war and ethnic violence, and asks what do we do with it?  Given the unchangeable qualities of ourselves 
(―facticity‖) we use the freedom to choose, even if only a little bit. 

Simone 
de Beauvoir 

1908-
1986 

The Second Sex Marxist.  Where Sartre’s existential project dealt with better understanding the relationship between an 
individual and the world around him, de Beauvoir begins from a similar starting point and focuses on the 
role of women in society.  From her groundbreaking work The Second Sex, she says, ―One is not born a 
woman, but becomes one.‖  Like Sartre’s mantra ―existence precedes essence,‖ de Beauvoir argues that 
women are the ―Other‖ sex, a product of a societal power-structure that mystifies women in order to ignore, 
oppress, and ultimately define them.  Her work is interested in criticizing hierarchies that privilege men as an 
ideal to which women must aspire to become.  Her work was enormously influential in existential circles, but 
also fields of gender studies and literary & social theory.     

Eugene 
Ionesco 

1909-
1994 

Exit the King, Rhinoceros, A Stroll in the 
Air, The Killer 

Romanian-born playwright who spent much of his life in Paris.  Interested in writing about the inherent 
meaninglessness and mundane nature of everyday life.  Began writing later in life (age 40) and—along with 
others—helped to pioneer the French avant-garde  genre Theatre of the Absurd, based on Camus’ 
understanding of the term.  Though he is often categorized as an existential writer because of his themes and 
the obstacles his characters face, we was critical of Sartre during his life and did not identify as an 
existentialist. 

 
 



Existentialism: The Key Terms 

 
 

Term Author Definition 

Dasein  
 

Heidegger 

―Being there‖ or ―Being-in-the-world,‖ or existence.   Dasein suggests an awareness of ―personhood‖ and mortality, but also speaks to a certain paradox of 
having to live in relation to others (see Mitsein) while being ultimately alone with oneself. (More on this later.) 

Mitsein Heidegger calls this a condition of ―Being with others,‖ and says that we encounter signs of others all the time (seeing other people’s things, walking the same 
sidewalks) and that to be in the world means also having to be with others who are in the world.  In short, our mitsein affects our daein. 

Geworfenheit ―Throwness‖ i.e. we each get thrown into the world, w/o choice of parents, language, hometown, friends, etc.  Humans are thrown into worlds they have no 
control over, each with complex systems of rules they must learn and navigate.     

Being-In-Itself 
(facticity) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sartre 

The self contained and fully realized being of objects (things that don’t have self awareness).  Objects have a facticity, or characteristics that don’t change.  
Facticity about a person might be the fact that he is 5’7‖ tall – it does not change, is not subject to interpretation. Still, while a person’s facticity and 
transcendence (see below) may limit each other, Sartre emphasized that we always can choose new roles for ourselves, 

Being-For-Itself The part of ourselves that is self defined; it is our sense of possibilities, our plans, goals, and dreams, our transcendence.  It is the being of consciousness; but, for 
Sartre, consciousness (our awareness of ourselves, our sense of identity) is not the same as the self, the facts about us, since sometimes we are not aware of 
some aspects of ourselves (i.e., sometimes other people can know us better than we know ourselves – see being-for-others – or sometimes we can be so 
focused on doing something that our awareness of ourselves disappears).   

Being-for-others The part of ourselves that is social and socially defined. According to Sartre, we cannot know ourselves independently of the recognition of other people, so 
being for others cannot be avoided. This should be recognizable:  much of how we perceive ourselves depends on how others perceive us.  Also, our 
knowledge of others comes from being looked at by them.  In that sense, we are always on trial, and feel guilt from others’ judgments of us.   

Bad Faith 
 

A sort of self-deception, a false or inauthentic way of existing.  A person relying too much on facticity (being in itself) means he/she views himself as an object, 
denying free will and the choices available to him/her, and therefore avoiding the personal responsibility all humans have (since we cannot avoid choices).  A 
good example is the soldier who denies responsibility for his actions by stating, ―I was only following orders.‖  A person relying too much on transcendence 
(being for itself) would be living in a dream world, not accepting the facts of his/her existence. A person who allows himself to be objectified by, or defined by, 
others would be in bad faith, as would a person who completely denies others’ judgments.  The trick is to balance the social aspect of our being with our free 
will.  The individual must try to avoid being in bad faith. 

Transcendence Our desires, plans, etc., that go beyond the facts about us at a particular instance.  According to Sartre, people want the permanence of facticity while at the same 
time wanting to maintain their transcendence of those facts, their freedom; since it is impossible to be both permanent and changing, to have an absolute identity 
and be in complete control of one’s destiny, he refers to this as the desire to be God. 

Encrustation The notion that an individual feels compelled to look/act/talk a certain way based on a set of complicated representations that exist about how ―that type of 
person‖ ―really is.‖ Sartre uses the example of the enthusiastic waiter to demonstrate his point.  He says that while some waiters resist this idea by being overly 
enthusiastic (a stranger pretending to be your BFF, let’s say), these folks are still constrained by identities that exist for them to adopt, and others who see them 
and expect them to be a certain way. 

Aguish A condition that arises when individuals understand that anything is possible because nothing has a preordained purpose.  To come to this realization brings 
about a feeling of excitement and terror, one that Sartre calls the angoisse. 

Ennui x Boredom.  A feeling of listlessness and dissatisfaction arising from a lack of occupation or excitement.  For Sartre and others, this condition comes from an 
unexamined, routine life.  For examples, see Henri.  

Nothingness x For Sartre, this word meant to be a space absent of dasein, a place where consciousness is absent.  For Nietzsche (and for Sartre and Camus, too) to consider 
nothingness—especially in the form of death—one better understands oneself.  In Beyond Good and Evil,  Nietzsche says, ―And when you gaze long into an 
abyss, the abyss also gazes into you.‖ This has been interpreted in many ways, but in the existential mindset, it speaks to the need to consider death as a way of 
understanding the critical importance, and finitude of conscious being. 

The Other / Gaze 
of the Other – 

De 
Beauvoir 

Also for Sartre, the other’s gaze upon you is the thing that gets you to understand your place in relation to others (mitsein).  For SdB, women are always subject 
to the Other’s gaze, (in this case a man’s) which creates the identity of the ―woman.‖ (Quotes here signal to us that we’re not talking about biology, or 
physiology, but more about ―role‖ that one can adopt).  SdB argues that women are made or constructed as subjects of male desires.  A quick look at the 
perspective of the cover photographs of major fashion magazines shows that this idea is just as relevant today as it was in 1949.  

Freedom x This definition depends on who you ask.  See ―main concerns‖ description below. 

Absurdity  
Camus 

In The Myth of Sisyphus and Other Essays, Camus uses ―the absurd‖ as a way of articulating the paradoxical idea that humans always feel the need to find meaning 
in the world, yet the world itself is inherently meaningless.  This difficulty renders any notion of certainty impossible, because individuals are constantly creating 
meaning for themselves, but the world itself cannot contain it outside the realm of human thought.  For Camus (and others), the individual should embrace the 
notion of absurdity, while at the same time, continue to struggle and the search for meaning.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q34z5dCmC4M


Existentialism: The Main Concerns 

All of the philosophers listed above are very concerned with many, if not all, of these five basic tenets.  Though, like transcendentalism, they do disagree on the specifics, many 
of these basic beliefs are shared throughout. 
 

1. Emphasis on the individual 
a.  All 5 figures use their respective philosophies as a kind of ―no excuses‖ way of understanding the individual’s role in society.  For many (including Sartre) we 

all make choices—even within whole societies—as individuals; it doesn’t matter what others do.  Sartre goes so far as to say we’re ―condemned to choose,‖ 
that we have no escape.  All individuals accept the consequences of their choices as individuals, e.g. single military officers are punished for ―war crimes,‖ 
individual college students are punished for rioting, etc. 

2. The Importance of the Passion(s) 
a. Philosophical history hasn’t been too kind to the idea of passion.  Philosophers LOVE reason (see the Enlightenment), and understand ―wisdom‖ to be a 

version of reason, i.e. ―being reasonable.‖  But there has always been an undercurrent of opposition.  Kierkegaard thinks that to really exist is to be 
passionate, i.e. to passionately commit oneself to a way of life (for K, it’s Christianity, passionate ―inwardness‖). The truly passionate person isn’t the one who 
is dramatically visible for everyone else.  True passion is inwardly contained and one who has it is defined by it.  For the ancient Greeks, passion = 
intermittent bouts of ―insanity.‖  For Existentialists, though, to live is to live passionately. 

3. Concept of Freedom 
a. From the most anarchistic to authoritarian, everyone defends and defines freedom differently. Philosophers makes a distinction between metaphysical4 

freedom (free will) and political freedom (freedom from restraint by other people, other gov’ts, etc.)  Existentialists don’t really care about either of these.  
Sartre is vigorous defender of political freedom, but none of the philosophers mentioned above suggests the idea that a totally ―free‖ person (detached 
subject) really exists.  We are always under the control/authority of someone or thing.  The idea of a ―truly free‖ person (see Transcendental ideals) is a total 
illusion.  Existential freedom, then, is ―personal freedom‖; it’s made up of how we think of ourselves, how we behave, how we think about our behavior all 
within a larger context that shapes who we are.   

b. SK says that freedom has to do with choices, e.g. how you’re going to live, and the consequences of those choices. Freedom is often connected w/ reason.  
PHL history shows freedom as meaning acting ―rationally.‖  Greeks say acting in accordance w/ reason makes us free, but acting in accordance to the 
passions makes us a slave.  Hume (18th century enlightenment Philosopher) says ―Reason is and ought to be a slave to passions.‖ In other words, the passions 
aren’t really the monsters we think.  Without passions, life is unmotivated, meaningless.  For Hume (and many others) freedom and reason aren’t conjoined.  
Existentialists advocate thinking of our lives in terms of passions and commitment to those passions as a form of making meaning of and within one’s life. 

c. Sartre frequently talks about ―absolute freedom,‖ but many readers misinterpret that as permission to do anything you want.  This reading entirely ignores the 
important role of consequence.  JPS is well aware that people of his generation are born into a world filled with war and ethnic violence, and asks what one 
can do with such an environment.  That’s the freedom to choose, even if only a little bit. 

4. Actual Living v. SK’s “So-called Living”  
a. Conformity is something to be avoided at all costs.  For Nietzsche, to be truly existing, to really be a person, one must identify one’s talents and virtues, and 

spend one’s life manifesting those talents.  Passionately throwing oneself into this work and becoming is far more important than acting in accordance with 
the thoughts/feelings/desires of others (e.g. business majors who secretly dream of writing a novel). 

5. Contingency (Role of Chance) 
a. For existentialists, our lives are filled with chance.  Things could always be different.  If you had lived in the Middle Ages, what would your life have been life? 

Probably pretty terrible.  If I you had arrived to the restaurant 10 minutes earlier, you could have saved that woman’s life who choked on the ham sandwich.  
Heidegger’s ―throwness‖ speaks to the aspects of our world that we cannot change (i.e. parents, native language, hometown, etc.).  Lots of life is something 
you’re thrown into.  Existentialists seek a delicate balance between facticity and choice in order to ―become what you [can] become because of your personal 
commitments and choices.‖5   

                                                 
4 Existing beyond the physical world in a universal, unchanging form.  In other words, ―free will,‖ doesn’t exist as a tangible thing that you can pick up and touch, but understanding it as a ―metaphysical‖ thing means that 
it exists as in unchanging state beyond the boundaries of our physical world.  Other examples include the Transcendental notion of the oversoul, and certain Christian understandings of God.  
5 From Robert Solomon’s lecture.  See link above. 


