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Existentialism is an important trend of Contemporary Western Philos_ophy.
philosophy is often described as a reaction against tradi}ional ways of thinking, It gives utmo
importance to man as an individual person and emph.amses human ﬁ'eedOfn and I‘CSponS.lbﬂl |
Existentialism, as the name suggests is that type of philosophy that emphasxses hl'm}an existend
rather than man in the abstract, or nature and world as a whole. Within existentialism, we

-

include Philosophers, Theologians, Writers, Artists, Protestants, Roman Catholics and Je
Theists and Atheists.

The problems raised by existentialism have existed at al] times. But the traditi9 3
philosophers have either avoided such problems or over simplified them through idealisticd
spiritualistic interpretations. It is only the contemporary philosophers under the banneI: o
‘Existentialism’ who have tried to raise anew the problems regarding human situation whi

There are differences of opinion among these

philosophers. But they all unanimous]
assert the existential standpoint

that ‘Existence precedes essence’,

ato and Hegel. It opposes the concepts like ‘na
and ‘reason’ so strongly emphasised during the | century ‘Enlightenment’. This philosop
also opposes the impersonal nature of modern industrial or technological age. It critic15*
scientism and positivism and al] the mass

movements of our times,
Asa philosophy, existentialism is concerned withdescribing and diagnosing the humﬂg
predicament, Pay] Tillichin

. s !

, Existentialist Aspect of Modern Art” says, “Existentialism gfci
universal element.. ... is the attempt of man to describe hjs existence and its cO b
........ Wherever man’s Predicament is described either theologically or philosophically, €!




poetically or artistically, there we have existential element.” The existential emphasis on describing
human situation and man’s prospects in this world is found in Judaism, in early Christianity and
in the philosophy of Socrates. But in 19" century, some ‘lonely prophets’ like Kierkegaard,
'Nietzsche, Dostoevsky and few others v01ced their protests and concern about the condition
of man.

Existentialism asserts the uniqueness and the primacy of human existence, it says that
one should be ableto understand the inner, immediate experience of self awareness. Man
desires to ‘exist’ and to be recognised as an individual. If man is able to fulfil this desire, only
then will he realise his true potential and have a sense of meaning, fulfilment and significance in
life.

Existentialism distinguishes between ‘essence’ and ‘existence’. Existence is to be
understood as a state of being actual, that which occurs within space and time; it also refers to
somethmg which is given here and now. Man is said to ex18t orto live, in this sense. The
existential thinkers give more importance to the verb, ‘to exist’ than to the verb ‘to live’. By
existence, they mean a full, vital, self-conscious, responsible and growing life.

'Essence is that distinguishes a thing from other objects. It is that which makes a thing
what it is or that which things called by the same name, have in common. According to Helmut
Kuhn in “Encounter With Nothingness”,—“We distinguish the between at what a thing is’ and
thatitis. “What a thing is’ we call its essence, ‘that it is’, its existence’. According to Plato, the
concept of man has more reality than the percept, or individual man. The Platonic view asserts
that the “participation in the idea or form, or essence , for example, in the concept ‘man-ness’
than the individual being’ is that which makes a person, any person, what he is. As we get hold

- of idea or essence of a thing, we can quite easily understand about it apart from its existence.
Existentialism rejects this Platonic conception and says that existence cannot be conceptualised.
Existence cannot be adequately described through propositions. Existentialists insist on the

primacy of the state of existence rather than on the primacy of the supra-temporal and
Supra-empirical essence. According to existential thinkers like Jean-Paul Sartre and others,
the phrase “Existence precedes essence’ is the central thesis of Existentialism.

Existentialism lays emphasis on man’s subjective experience. There is no knowledge
apart from the knowing subject. This philosophy lays stress on man’s inner life with its moods
and anxieties. Existentialism opposes impersonality and all forms of objectivity expressed in
modern science, westefn society, as well as by their philosophical and psychological
ICpresentatives, that gives secondary importance to man. It emphasises on introspection and



raises again and again all problems relating to man’s 1nd1y1duallty ir;th;:f:l‘:bj ective
bels against attempts by modern society to suppress Fhe umqoeness living
1e(:(pen'engce Truth is within us and is revealed in the subjective experience o

I
istentialism i man’s
Another important point of emphasis to be noted in I?XISt?nn'al'l;rlna] l::a?—?::;hoicesi%
freedom and responsibility. All existential thinkers lay en.lphasw on mdl\fl o world thaf
d decisions. They assert the significance of personal ex.lstence.and decisi e o itismot
anappears' to eliminate meaning and significance. Freedom is areality to be expel}:elfllas t.; ealise]
something tht can be proved and argued about. Man ?s immeosely free. Ogllzli SZ " freodom
the strength and worth of his freedom and work upon it accordmgly. We ac e ou genuingOr
as we work upon the demands of our inner nature and succeed in expressing

. ibilities for'
authentic self. 'reedom is facing choices, making decisions, and accepting responsib
them.

) . . - cecurity’

- Existentialism says that man has to accept the facts of h}Jman W;Mess,(glsseo with
and limitations, along with feelings of anxiety, despair, dread, guilt, 101131“1355{ m;lessn 6550
human finitude and death, Anxiety arises as man is faced with a sense of meanin o face this
his life. Anguish and melancholy gives rise to existential despair and prepar es’m’Ia}?is mentality
“crisis’. This preparation makes man to takea ‘leap into the authentic existence’. resolve’ and‘i"
- may comeeither trough a faith in Godasasserted by the theologians or through |
anact of will, according to some others.

e Jfinthe
Existentialism is thus anassertion regarding significance of the individual s
midst of all frustration and impersonality of modern civilisation.[) ,
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