Existentialism is a movement in philosophy and literature that emphasizes individual existence, freedom and choice. It began in the mid-to-late 19th Century, but reached its peak in mid-20th Century France. It is based on the view that humans define their own meaning in life, and try to make rational decisions despite existing in an irrational universe. It focuses on the question of human existence, and the feeling that there is no purpose or explanation at the core of existence. It holds that, as there is no God or any other transcendent force, the only way to counter this nothingness (and hence to find meaning in life) is by embracing existence.

Existentialism originated with the 19th Century philosophers Søren Kierkegaard and Friedrich Nietzsche, although neither used the term in their work. In the 1940s and 1950s, French existentialists such as Jean-Paul Sartre, Albert Camus (1913 - 1960), and Simone de Beauvoir (1908 - 1986) wrote scholarly and fictional works that popularized existential themes, such as dread, boredom, alienation, the absurd, freedom, commitment and nothingness.

Thus, Existentialism believes that individuals are entirely free and must take personal responsibility for themselves (although with this responsibility comes angst, a profound anguish or dread), and emphasizes action, freedom and decision as fundamental in rising above the essentially absurd condition of humanity (which is characterized by suffering and inevitable death).

Themes of Existentialism 

from T. Z. Lavine, From Socrates to Sartre: The Philosophic Quest 

1. Existence precedes essence, has primacy over essence. Man is a conscious subject, rather than a thing to be predicted or manipulated; he exists as a conscious being, and not in accordance with any definition essence, generalization, or system. Existentialism says I am nothing else but my conscious existence. 

2. Anxiety or anguish, a generalized uneasiness, a fear or dread which is not directed to any specific object. Anguish is the dread of the nothingness of human existence. 

3. Absurdity. To exist as a human being is inexplicable, and wholly absurd. Each of us is simply here, thrown into this time and place—but why now? For no reason, without necessary connection, only contingently, and so my life is an absurd contingent fact. From Blaise Pascal: 

When I consider the short duration of my life, swallowed up in the eternity before and after, the little space I fill, and even can see, engulfed in the infinite immensity of space of which I am ignorant, and which knows me not, I am frightened, and am astonished at being here rather than there, why now rather than then. 

4. Nothingness or the void. If no essences define me, and if, then, as an existentialist, I reject all of the philosophies, sciences, political theories, and religions which fail to reflect my existence as conscious being and attempt to impose a specific essentialist structure upon me and my world, then there is nothing that structures my world. I am my own existence, but my existence is a nothingness. 

5. Death. Nothingness in the form of death, which is my final nothingness, hangs over me like a sword of Damocles at each moment of my life. Death is my total nonexistence. Death is as absurd as birth—it is no ultimate, authentic moment of my life, it is nothing but the wiping out of my existence as conscious being. Death is only another witness to the absurdity of human existence. 

6. Alienation or estrangement. Apart from my own conscious being, all else is otherness from which I am estranged. We are hemmed in by a world of things which are opaque to us and which we cannot understand. We are also estranged from human institutions — bureaucratized government on the federal, state, and local levels, national political parties, giant business corporations, national religious organizations—all of these appear to be vast, impersonal sources of power which a life of their own. 

Ask yourself the following questions and respond: 

What is my purpose? 

Why am I here? 

What is the meaning of life? 

What is the meaning of my existence? 

Where do I fit in the world? 

What is important to me in life? Freedom? Knowledge? Belongings? 

What characteristics of self are important to me? 

How do I view myself in relation to the rest of the world? 

Am I really the same person that people view me to be? 

