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				Introduction

				Existentialism is the philosophy of existence, of the nature of human existence, its value, and its meaning. Because questions about existence have very little interest when people exist as rotting corpses, existentialism is really the philosophy that studies what it is to be alive. It isn’t defined so much by any unified answer to this question, but by the way in which it rejects traditional answers to questions concerning the meaning and value of human life, and the way that it insists that such questions are real and that the lack of any real answer is a problem. Existentialists, both theist and atheist, reject not only traditional religious systems that attempt to systematically provide pat answers, but also the possibility of any ultimate answers. They insist that even if a God and a heaven exist, the meaning of this life and how you should live will always be open questions, requiring decisions you must face as an individual. Because existentialism considers the questions to be important, it seeks a way of living with the fact that no answers will be forthcoming.

				The French existentialist Albert Camus says the fundamental question of philosophy is that of suicide, of whether life is worth living. Although not all the existentialists approach the question from this exact vantage point, it illustrates a widely held theme — while traditional religious and ethical systems ask, “How should I live?” the existentialist’s more fundamental question is, “How can I live?” If life is meaningless, if the inherited stories aren’t valid, how can you even approach the question of how you should live? How can human beings hungry for meaning live and flourish without giving in to despair when no meaning is provided to them?

				About This Book

				Although this book is about the philosophy of existentialism and about the philosophers who developed it, it isn’t a book for philosophers. It’s for you.

				We try to strike a balance in writing and structure. We want to meet the needs of the student who’s encountering these issues in a classroom setting, as well as the needs of the interested layperson who’s encountering them in real life. For both, we provide what we hope is an easy-to-read introduction in which we attempt to explain the often-complex theories of the existentialists in plain, easy-to-understand language.

				Existentialism is a philosophy that attempts to be relevant to real people and real lives, and we attempt to present the material in such a way as to highlight its relevance to your own life. We expect that many of the ideas we present here will resonate with your own thoughts and concerns. Although we encourage you to dive into the rich world of existential philosophy, literature, and even movies, none of that is required. Each chapter and each section stands on its own, independent not only of the other chapters, but also of any knowledge of existentialism or philosophy in general. Everyone’s welcome; come on in!

				Conventions Used in This Book

				Philosophy is a very precise discipline, and writing about philosophy normally requires endless caveats and multiple subclauses and clarifications that would make even a lawyer’s head swim. To make a book about the existentialists readable, we have to gloss over certain distinctions, and to keep you from hunting us down and killing us, we avoid endlessly bringing up the fine print. But with that in mind, we use the following conventions throughout the book:

				The use of the term existentialism: Many people reject the notion of a unified school of thought by this name. One of the things the writers we deal with tend to have in common is that they reject the usefulness of -isms and would reject the notion that they were part of one. We feel it makes perfect sense to speak of existentialism as a school of thought, a philosophy, or even a movement as long as you understand that we aren’t using the term to imply a definitive statement of what existentialism is or of what its proponents accept or believe. Rather, when we talk about existentialism, we refer to a set of overlapping themes and concerns that unite what we recognize are often, in many respects, vastly different philosophical positions.

				The use of the term existentialists: Each of the writers we deal with was fiercely independent, and many of them explicitly rejected the label. Again, we feel each of the philosophers we discuss in the book qualifies as an existentialist, by virtue of addressing a common family of concerns.

				Phrases like “the existentialists believed” and “existentialism holds”: To the extent that existentialism exists at all, it exists at the intersection of, and in the overlapping content of, the thoughts of these various philosophers. Sometimes when presenting the big picture, however, we gloss over the differences among them. When we use phrases like these, you can be assured that a general tendency of those we call existentialists is to believe some version of the idea we ascribe to them as a group. Be warned, however, that with just about any general statement about this group, at least one member of the group will disagree entirely; the rest likely will agree in some sense but disagree on the fine print. Never assume from statements like these that all the existentialists believe exactly that in exactly that way.

				One philosopher at a time: What the existentialists have in common are themes and concerns, such as anguish, passion, individuality, and death. In approaching these themes, we usually emphasize one philosopher at a time. For example, we focus on Nietzsche when dealing with individuality and Kierkegaard when dealing with passion. We feel this format has the advantage of focusing the discussions on these topics while giving you quality time with each philosopher. These discussions are a good way to help you get your head around the subject and understand one philosopher’s point of view. Just don’t assume that the philosopher we choose represents the final or definitive word of the existentialists on that topic.

				The use of both past and present tense: Like all important movements, existentialism was both of its time and timeless. It reached its zenith in the past, and its greatest thinkers lived (and died) in the past. We give you this kind of historical information in past tense, but because existentialism is still very much alive for us, we refer to its themes and the writings of the great philosophers in the present tense.

				Foolish Assumptions

				Philosophers are trained to avoid assumptions, but Nietzsche said to live dangerously, so we went nuts. Here are some of the things we assume about you. We assume at least one of these things is true about you; if even one is true, this book was written for you:

				You don’t wear black all the time, and you have better things to do than spend all your time drinking coffee, chain-smoking, and cursing an impotent God (unlike your coauthors, Chris and Greg).

				You’ve heard the word existentialism thrown around a lot but aren’t really sure what it is and what it’s all about. You’re curious, and you want to know more.

				You’re a student enrolled in a class, and you need to learn about existentialism as a whole, a particular thinker, and/or a particular existential theme.

				You know about one or more of the existentialists, and you want to learn more about him or her and the movement he or she was part of.

				You’re interested in art, film, literature, history, cultural studies, philosophy, psychology, European history, or one of the numerous other fields of human endeavor upon which existentialism has had an impact, and you want to go to the source to learn more about it.

				You’ve at some point questioned the meaning of your life or how to live, or you’ve wondered whether there’s anything more.

				You’re a Christian, Hindu, atheist, Jew, or agnostic, or you have any other belief or concern about what’s ultimately true and ultimately real.

				You saw that Brad Pitt movie in which a bunch of guys beat one another up and want to know what the point was.

				You exist.

				How This Book Is Organized

				We arranged this book so that you can dive in at any point. Taking a class on Sartre? Start with Chapter 8. Kierkegaard? Go straight to Chapter 10. For those who want a general overview, we tried to structure the book so that it also tells a larger story. The book is broken up into five parts, each of which contains a number of chapters covering a related set of topics. You may consider reading Part I to get your feet wet and then skipping around to the subjects that interest you. Any way you feel like doing it works!

				Part I: Introducing Existentialism

				In this part, we give you a short historical introduction to existentialism and its major thinkers. Discover who they were and why they were so important to its development.

				Part II: The Fundamental Problem: God Is Dead

				In many respects existentialism is a response to a collection of problems that confront you as you try to live a fulfilling and meaningful life. The chapters in this part deal with recognizing and defining these problems. We examine Nietzsche’s statement that God is dead (a statement that’s about far more than just God!) as the fundamental statement of the challenges you face. We investigate how God was killed, who’s to blame, and what it really means. People feel horrible about this statement and what it means, so we discuss those feelings. Have a good cry if you want, but it isn’t necessary. Finally, we discuss what kind of world you face now that God has turned up deceased and why the problem this statement represents exists not just for atheists, but for believers as well.

				Part III: Living a Meaningful Life in a Meaningless World

				If the existentialists just moped and cried over everything, they’d never have been invited to any parties. Much of the existentialists’ work was devoted to finding ways of living, and even flourishing, in a world with the problems we describe in Part II. Part III is a collection of these methods, insights, and solutions. Consider it our description of their how-to guide to healthy and satisfying living.

				Part IV: The Enduring Impact of Existentialism

				In this part we examine the impact existentialism has had on philosophy and psychology. We examine why the impact on psychology has been so profound, why its impact on academic philosophy hasn’t been altogether great, and what this means for its overall legacy and significance.

				Part V: The Part of Tens

				Every For Dummies book has a Part of Tens, and we wouldn’t dream of leaving it out of this one. For ours, we decided to focus on what makes existentialism so accessible and relevant — namely, the way it finds its way (intentionally or unintentionally) into nonphilosophical, popular work. So we list ten terrific books and ten great films that deal with existential themes.

				Icons Used in This Book

				[image: Remember.eps] This icon alerts you to items that are particularly important for understanding what existentialism is all about. Pay close attention to these sections and keep them in mind while you read other sections. Although the text attached to this icon isn’t strictly necessary for understanding other parts of the book, it often resonates with things you find elsewhere. Keeping text marked with this icon in mind can lead to a deeper, richer understanding of what the existentialists are up to.

				[image: Warning(bomb).eps] This icon alerts you to common confusions and misconceptions about existentialism and to information that will help you avoid these pitfalls. Read these sections carefully to make sure you have the right idea about what the existentialists are saying.

				[image: WordsOfWisdom(Exist).eps] This icon alerts you to direct quotes from the existentialists or other great philosophers. These quotes not only give you the philosopher’s ideas straight from the horse’s mouth, so to speak, but also help you get some of the color and flavor of the rich writing style many of these thinkers employ.

				[image: Anecdote.eps] Existentialism is a complicated business, but it’s also very personal. Many of the existentialists used personal anecdotes to bring the subject down to earth and make it more immediate. We try to do the same. Whenever we relay one of the existentialists’ anecdotes or one of ours, you see this icon.

				[image: PonderThis.eps] We use this icon when we want you to think about a discussion point as it relates to your own life. Or sometimes we want you to stop and really decide whether what we’re discussing has merit. It’s our way of saying, “Take a moment.”

				[image: Tip.eps] Sometimes understanding something difficult becomes a piece of cake when you look at it from a certain angle or think about it in a certain way. We use this icon to alert you to useful pointers that help get you oriented so you know the best way to approach this material.

				Where to Go from Here

				This book is arranged like an existential smorgasbord. Go where you want; take what you want! If you know nothing about existentialism at all, you may want to take a look at the first chapter. To find out who the players are and what they were doing, check out Chapter 2. Or try a sampling from Part II to see what problems existentialism is trying to tackle. Or just jump into a chapter that looks interesting. Don’t be afraid; you don’t need to know any of the other stuff to understand what’s going on.

				If you’re a student, check out the Table of Contents to see what chapters deal with the thinkers or issues you’re studying. Don’t see what you’re looking for? Need more? Check out the Index, and find out everywhere we talk about Nietzsche, anguish, or lasagna. Most of the major names have at least one chapter devoted to their thinking, but they also crop up in various other places. 

				So where do you go from here? As Sartre might say, you’re free, so choose!

			

		

	
		
			
				Part I

				Introducing Existentialism

				
				[image: 276990-pp0101.eps]
			

				In this part . . .

				Many ideas past and present are described as existential, but we use “existentialism” to refer specifically to a philosophical movement that came about in Europe in the late-19th century and achieved its zenith in the early- to mid-20th century. Here we put that movement into its philosophical and historical context, and introduce the individual thinkers who developed existential philosophy. Because these thinkers were so diverse and idiosyncratic, using the term “existentialist” to describe them all is somewhat controversial. We discuss the commonalities in their thinking that link them all together, if somewhat loosely, and the individual contributions of each philosopher that make him or her so important to existentialism.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				What Is Existentialism?

				In This Chapter

				Discovering what existentialism is

				Understanding that existentialism is a philosophy

				Seeing existentialism in an historical context

				Existentialism is the philosophy that makes life possible.

				As incomplete as this statement seems, when you understand what it means you’re well on your way to understanding what existentialism is all about and what the existentialists saw themselves as doing.

				But if existentialism is the philosophy that makes life possible, you may ask why you need a philosophy for that. Doesn’t oxygen do a pretty good job? Yes, quite good — if all you want to do is breathe. According to the existentialists, however, you want to live a full and authentic human life, a rewarding and fulfilling life that embraces your human dignity. For that, they say, you need, at a minimum, oxygen and a healthy dose of existentialism. To understand why, it may help to consider that many philosophies come about as responses to a problem. Necessity is, after all, the mother of invention.

				On a very general level, the problem the existentialists were concerned with was the problem of meaning. Human beings crave meaning; they crave an orderly universe that they can make sense of. When you find that the universe isn’t going to cooperate, when you discover that the stories you’ve told yourself in an attempt to force it to have meaning have ceased to work, you feel like you’re a stranger in the world.

				This historical circumstance is precisely the one that the existentialists found themselves in. As the scientific and Industrial Revolutions came to a head in the 19th century, and society became increasingly secularized, the traditional social order underwent radical change in a very short time. During this period, people began to feel disconnected from the traditional belief systems that had helped them make sense of the world and of their lives. In these conditions, people may not literally commit suicide, but a kind of spiritual death — a spiritual suicide — becomes a very real danger. It occurs when people give up to resignation and surrender in the face of what they see as the pointlessness of their existence.

				[image: Remember.eps] Existentialism is the philosophy that recognizes this problem and attempts to address it. If you want to spruce up the description we start with, you might say that existentialism is the philosophy that makes an authentically human life possible in a meaningless and absurd world.

				Because the existentialists were fiercely independent and differed widely in both their precise analyses of this problem and in the details of their responses, presenting a more detailed definition — one that’s both illuminating and accurate — is hard to do. What unites the existentialists, besides the problems of meaning and existence with which they all wrestled, is a series of themes and concerns that informed their discussion of these issues. We have, to a large extent, organized this book by these different themes and concerns.

				Existentialism Is a Philosophy

				If you’ve ever asked, “What does it all mean?” or “Why are we here?” or “What should I do with my life?” you’ve asked an existential question. Of course, these questions have been around since humans came down from the trees. Or at least since after they perfected farming, settled down, and had time for questions beyond “Where will I get my next meal?” and “Is the big toothy thing dangerous?” and “Will eating those mushrooms prevent me from living long enough to have offspring who will someday ask about the meaning of life?”

				[image: Remember.eps] But asking a deep question doesn’t make you a philosopher. What makes existentialism a philosophy of existence? Philosophers analyze, they pick apart, and they try to come up with reasons for their beliefs and reasoned answers for their questions. They also tend to develop systems, but as we discuss in Chapter 3, the existentialists aren’t big fans of systems. In the most primitive times, human beings didn’t have the time or the literacy necessary for such extended reflection and investigation. Even in today’s remarkably literate society, the situation is much the same. Think of your own life. You may have asked existential questions from time to time, but between taking the kids to soccer practice, meeting your boss’s or teacher’s latest deadline, and doing your taxes, have you had the time to come up with much in the way of a detailed answer?

			
				Is existentialism really a philosophy?

				Some have argued that existentialism, especially as espoused by its earliest thinkers, can’t be called a philosophy, because philosophy seeks reasons and proceeds on the basis of rational and logical arguments. An important aspect of existentialism is its irrationalism — its belief that rationality isn’t the only or even the primary mode of human understanding and relating to the world. Further, much of the philosophy is communicated through novels, poetry, and parables. These factors have led many in the philosophical community to be dismissive of the existentialist movement as a branch of philosophy. We maintain, as many who study existentialism do, that the existentialists developed their positions and discovered much that is true through the use of careful reasoning. Does this make them hypocrites? Not at all. In Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Nietzsche’s hero tells of meeting an ear that he only later realized was attached to the withered husk of a man. He is told that the ear-man is a great man, but Zarathustra believes he has suffered from having overdeveloped only one part of himself. The existentialists don’t make this mistake; they reject the exclusive or overdevelopment of reason and embrace a broader perspective, but they don’t reject their philosophical roots entirely.

			

				Philosophy develops when a society gets to the point at which at least some of the people within it have the leisure not only to sit around asking these questions, but also to work out detailed, reasoned responses. Because of philosophy’s complex and abstract nature, it also helps if you can write this stuff down. The oral tradition is great for telling historical and religious stories. These stories have great complexity, weight, and depth, and many — like the epic of Gilgamesh — are even existential in nature. The powerful themes and concepts that underlie these stories were fully abstracted from those stories only with the advent of writing. The gods’ involvement in the battle of Troy over the most beautiful woman in the world is a great story to tell at the campfire over a few beers. You can hear it again and again until you know it by heart and can start telling it yourself and discussing what it means at the next campfire over a few more beers. Plato’s theory of the forms? Heidegger’s theory of Dasein? Sartre’s explanation of the for-itself? Not so much.

				By the time philosophy got up and running, then, many of these big questions already had answers that were widely accepted — even if they weren’t true or very helpful. With pockets of exceptions and the stray rebel here and there, this general acceptance lasted until the end of the Middle Ages. Only then do you see the first real stirrings of modern existentialism, but even then, the philosophy is a quiet whisper in the wind for centuries: a monologue in Shakespeare, maybe a few stanzas in Milton. By the 18th century, elements of what became existentialism started cropping up regularly in literature and even philosophy; the whisper grew to a loud murmur. In the 19th century, it sprang to life as a cry in the desert, and by the 20th century, it was shouted from one side of the Atlantic to the other.

				The Top Ten Existential Themes

				What unifies the existentialists are the themes and concerns that tend to show up in their work. Here are the top ten themes that recur again and again in existential philosophy, as well as in art, literature, movies, and any number of other fields:

				Absurdity: For the existentialists, life is absurd; it makes no sense and has no meaning or ultimate purpose, but human beings need it to make sense, to have meaning and purpose.

				Rejection of meaning-giving narratives: It isn’t enough to say that life is absurd; the existentialists repeatedly make the point that when philosophy, religion, or science tries to make sense of it, the attempts always fail.

				Alienation: This is the feeling that you’re a stranger in your own life, a stranger in the world.

				Anxiety: This is the feeling of unease you get when you start to recognize that life is absurd.

				Forlornness: This is the feeling of loneliness you get when you realize that no one can help you make sense of your existence.

				Responsibility: Everyone bears responsibility. If no one is going to give you a guidebook to life, you have to bear responsibility for making your way through it and creating some kind of meaning for it.

				Authenticity: People want authenticity — to live in a way that’s in tune with the truth of who they are as human beings and the world they live in.

				Individuality: An important part of developing an authentic and satisfying life is individuality. Reason, science, and systems that try to cover up the absurdity of life often take individuality from you.

				Passion/engagement: Being passionate or engaged is another important aspect of living an authentic life, and it’s under attack from the same forces that take away your individuality.

				Death: This is the ultimate context for all human actions and an important source of the absurdity of life.

			
				Why is it called existentialism?

				A more technical definition of existentialism reveals the reason for its name. Existentialism is the study of existence. If you take existence to be everything that exists — such as chairs and tables, people and llamas — all philosophy, science, and religion would seem to have the same subject. But existentialism isn’t the study of everything that exists; it’s the study of existence itself — the study of what it means for something to exist at all as opposed to not existing. It’s also the study of what it means for something, as opposed to nothing, to exist at all. Of course, the primary focus of existentialism is a particular kind of existence, the kind of existence that includes existing things like you, because you’re aware of your existence and capable of questioning it.

			

				Existentialism’s Place in the History of Philosophy

				In the ancient world, philosophy was the study of everything there was to study. The specialization in most modern endeavors simply wasn’t present. This gave philosophy a broad perspective; nothing was off limits. The place of human beings in the universe and the meaning of life were questions to which the earliest philosophers gave ample attention. Thinkers from Epicurus, who advised the pursuit of pleasure, to Aristotle, who advocated the pursuit of philosophy, tried to determine what constituted the good life and how it could be attained.

				Socrates and Plato, two of the earliest and greatest of the major philosophers, were particularly concerned with how a person should live. For them, the issue was moral and spiritual. Plato saw justice as the right ordering of the soul and compared the philosopher to a doctor whose job it is to look after the health and well-being of the soul. Philosophy, then, was a highly pragmatic activity aimed at living well.

				As society and philosophy developed, however, this orientation changed. Over the centuries, the overall tendency in philosophy was to become more and more specialized and more and more abstract. Indeed, after Sir Isaac Newton became everyone’s paradigm for knowledge, philosophy aimed more and more at being scientific. Questions about the meaning of life and health of the soul gave way to more technical issues, well removed from the concerns of everyday life. Even ethics became a narrow discipline of separating right from wrong, as opposed to determining what makes an entire life successful.

				This is where philosophy was when existentialism burst upon the scene and why existentialism was seen as such a radical departure from philosophy as it had come to be practiced. We think that in many ways existentialism represents a return to the roots of philosophy, a return to the ancients’ concern with living well and even to their concern with the health of the soul. Although most of the existentialists wouldn’t accept the existence of a soul in the sense that Plato gives it in his more spiritual moments, they were certainly concerned with the health of all those things traditionally associated with the soul, such as will, vitality, joy, and mental strength.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				The Big Names of Existentialism

				In This Chapter

				Meeting the founders of existentialism: Kierkegaard and Nietzsche

				Becoming the establishment: Heidegger conquers academia

				Storming the realm of pop culture: Sartre, de Beauvoir, and Camus

				Going strong even today: Modern existentialists

				It’s appropriate, and perhaps inevitable, that existentialism came of age in the 19th century, a period of unrest and radical social change. Science was flowering, belief in the powers of the human mind was reaching a crescendo, and the Industrial Revolution was overturning the traditional social order. Forces that had been slowly growing for centuries combined to give birth to a decidedly new way of living. The world was rushing headlong into becoming the industrial, scientific, capitalist, and mostly secular world you know today.

				Born into this world were two visionary thinkers, Søren Kierkegaard and Friedrich Nietzsche, who both recognized that something was missing, something was awry in this brave new world. Caught somewhere between the stale pieties of the old and the glib fascination of the new, they demanded a new assessment of what it means to be human, what it means to live, what it means to exist. Both started as the pious sons of deeply religious men. From there, they each took one of the two paths that this start often leads to; Kierkegaard became a devout Christian and a man of deeply personal faith; Nietzsche became something else. Back in grad school, coauthor Greg met a fellow student who was a Christian and wanted to study Nietzsche. Why? It’s always important, he said, to know your enemy.

				In this chapter, we introduce you to the principal existentialists. Besides Nietzsche and Kierkegaard, we examine Martin Heidegger and the great French existentialists: Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir, and Albert Camus. Heidegger was largely responsible for the development of existentialism into a systematized and (briefly) mainstream philosophy. His pupil, Sartre, became the chief exponent of existentialism in France. Although Sartre and his circle introduced substantive and important modifications to existential philosophy, they’re perhaps best known for . . . well, being the best-known existential philosophers and for making existentialism a household name. In our last section, we discuss what has become of the legacy of the great existentialists and who, if anyone, is carrying it on.

				Kierkegaard Makes Philosophy Personal

				Søren Kierkegaard (1813–1855) was the son of a wealthy Dutch businessman. His father was fiercely intelligent, deeply pious, and burdened by a great melancholy. It isn’t entirely clear why, but Michael Kierkegaard believed that he lived under a great weight of guilt and that his life was accursed because of it. His guilt may have been related to a curse he made to heaven in his youth or the out-of-wedlock affair he seems to have had with Søren’s mother before marrying her. But whatever the reason, he passed this on, along with his intelligence and piety, to his son. Themes of guilt, remorse, pain, and anguish are constant in Kierkegaard’s work, which is deeply personal and often autobiographical.

				[image: Remember.eps] The other major event that plays out repeatedly in his work is his engagement to Regina Olsen. He and Regina fell in love; the young Kierkegaard proposed, and she accepted. Just under a year after their engagement, however, Kierkegaard broke off the engagement. Only he knows why — or perhaps not even he knew for sure. In part, he seems to have thought that his melancholy made him unsuitable as a spouse, but he also seems to have magnified the decision whether or not to marry into a question of what form of life he would lead. He seems to have thought marriage was antithetical to the study and piety to which he chose to devote the rest of his life. The decision scarred him, however, and he lived the rest of his life in love with the woman he had turned away. He replayed and reexamined that decision in his writings.

				Seen by many people as the founder of existentialism, Kierkegaard took his melancholy and anguish and started a path of self-discovery. What he discovered was truth not only about himself, but also about the human condition. He was one of the first to develop in an extended way (if not quite in a systematic way) central existential themes, such as the absurdity and forlornness of life, the importance and weight of choices, and the need to live passionately and authentically. He developed all these themes in a radically new kind of Christian context. He rejected the traditional pieties and systematic answers of both philosophy and the orthodox Christianity of his time. Instead, he embraced a vision of faith in which belief is considered to be a real choice and one that absolutely can’t be validated or justified by reason.

				More than anything, what makes him one of the two founders of existentialism is the way he made philosophy personal. The big questions have meaning only in the way they’re lived individually by each person. Reasoned calculation or heavenly or church commandments can’t answer questions about how to live. You must answer these concrete questions in the depths of your individual soul. You must answer questions about how to live, whether to believe, and what to do in loneliness and isolation.

				Nietzsche Declares that God Is Dead

				Although many people call Kierkegaard the founder of existentialism, imagining it without Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900) is hard. Many would give him as much if not more credit for getting the existential ball rolling. Yet he stands apart from the movement he helped to create. It’s been said that calling Nietzsche an existentialist is like calling Jesus a Christian; both are the ground of everything that follows, but they transcend it at the same time. You could also say that calling Nietzsche the father of existentialism is like calling George Washington the father of Philadelphia. Nietzsche is one of the great, enigmatic thinkers of human history. Existentialism is certainly his child, but he has many, many children and a towering legacy all by himself.

				[image: Remember.eps] Nietzsche was the son of a Lutheran pastor who was the latest in a long line of clergy in the family. Nietzsche was headed to the same life, and he embraced it with a deep piety in his youth. Nietzsche criticized religion as an insider, or former insider, as someone who knew more about Christianity and its significance than most practitioners did. Like many who lose their faith, Nietzsche spent much of his life criticizing the church for the falsehoods he felt he had been taught.

				He didn’t stop at the church. Nietzsche was a perceptive social critic, and little escaped his vitriol. He tore down everything he saw as false, deluded, and damaging to human flourishing. But Nietzsche wasn’t simply an agent of destruction. In The Gay Science, he spoke of wanting to be only a yes-sayer, to find a way to affirm everything in life. Existentialism gets its fundamental optimism from Nietzsche. He had the sense that after we tear down the veil of falsehoods we’ve created for ourselves, we can love the world for what it really is and create a meaning that’s sustaining and even joyous.

				To this end, Nietzsche made his work into a literary dance of destruction, creation, and celebration. At times it’s shrill, at other times poetic, but it’s always playful and evades easy interpretation or systemization. Nietzsche wrote in less traditional forms than any other existentialist. He often wrote in the form of relatively short, impressionistic vignettes. In this seemingly chaotic but brilliantly orchestrated maelstrom of thought, certain themes reappear, resonate with other passages, and slowly form into more or less concrete, if somewhat slippery, ideas. Of these, we focus on those that are most important to later existentialism, particularly his belief that the world comes to you as meaningless and that creation — of values, of yourself, of the meaning of your life — is your fundamental task. It was Nietzsche who announced that God is dead, and as we explain in detail in Chapter 3, this statement, properly understood, is the start of all existentialism, even that of Kierkegaard and the Christian existentialists.

				Heidegger Systematizes Existentialism

				Like John the Baptist, the early existentialists had cried almost incoherently in the desert. Their writings were read by few people and understood by far fewer. Because of their playfulness, their nontraditional writing styles, and the extremely personal content of Kierkegaard’s writing in particular, the existentialists were easy for mainstream philosophy to ignore, marginalize, and forget. These nuts babbling about anguish and meaning? Nonsense! Philosophy was continuing on its traditional, rationalistic path. Increasingly, that meant squaring philosophy with science, with the objective and the universal, not with the individual and the personal.

				In British and American philosophy, it has stayed on that course pretty much to this day. In Europe, a growing number of people recognized that this path didn’t have all the answers it was promising. What existentialism was lacking, however, was respectability. It needed the treatment — the philosophical development of its ideas into a great work, an expansive and systematic work that the academics could recognize as being something deserving of their attention and their respect. This happened not once, but twice — first with Martin Heidegger’s magnum opus, Being and Time, and then with his pupil Jean-Paul Sartre’s Being and Nothingness. (We discuss Sartre in the next section.)

				Of all the existentialists, it was Heidegger (1889–1976) who was most purely an academic, most purely a philosopher. Although many of the ideas within his philosophy are radical, even revolutionary, he presents them with all the trappings of traditional, academic philosophy. Like his mentor, Edmund Husserl, Heidegger attempted to describe and analyze existence in a way that had the rigor and completeness of Newtonian physics but started from the inside, from the subjective, human point of view. But what made Heidegger’s treatment different was the serious attention he gave to such existential themes as irrationalism, the importance of interpretation, living authentically, and the significance of death in defining human existence.

				It was Heidegger who put the exist into existentialism. Heidegger was concerned not only with living, but also with what it means to be (as opposed to not be). In one sense, then, he made existentialism into a science of being. Yet, starting as it does from the subjective point of view, it’s a science that never objectifies human beings. Indeed, he was at pains to avoid the kind of systematizing in which things lose their identity. An important element in his philosophy is the way people categorize their experience using words, and this process is often alienating. Perhaps, then, none of the figures we refer to as existentialists would object to the label so strenuously as Heidegger. Heidegger’s work does go significantly beyond what we describe as existential concerns, and he’s seen as a major figure in other movements, such as postmodernism. His elucidation of crucial existential themes and his impact upon later existentialists make him impossible to leave out, however. Sorry, Marty.

				The French Popularize a Growing Movement

				You aren’t reading this book because of a lonely Dutchman. You aren’t reading this book because of a wild-eyed, self-appointed antichrist who tried re-imagining . . . well, everything. You certainly aren’t reading this book because a one-time member of the Nazi party wrote one of the most important, but also one of the densest and most indecipherable books ever written. No, you’re reading this book because for a brief period in the 1940s and 1950s, nothing was cooler than existentialism. And like Bogart, Elvis, and bomber jackets, it’s managed to stay cool and stay relevant. You’re reading this book because a few — three, mostly — French philosophers interjected existentialism into the consciousness of Western civilization. They interjected it into art, literature, the counterculture, and the fabric of society.

				Jean-Paul Sartre (1905–1980) took the traditional existential themes and injected a renewed emphasis upon the meaning and importance of human freedom. Although Being and Nothingness is a landmark book, even he admitted that he wrote parts of it in a sleep-deprived, caffeine-fueled, hyperkinetic daze and that those parts are at best poorly written and at worst nonsensical. What Sartre did better than any previous writer was make existentialism accessible to all people to whom it was supposedly relevant. One of the ways he did this was through the continual dialogue he engaged in with other important movements, including Christianity and Marxism. Sartre was very much a public figure involved not only in philosophy, but also in politics, the arts, and literature. Although he said he later regretted it, he also wrote the ultimate summary of the existential position — Existentialism is a Humanism, which is a short essay that attempts to explain the philosophy in nontechnical terms to his critics and the public at large.

			
				Existentialists who believe in God

				Atheistic existentialism has come to be seen as the dominant strain, largely because it was the orientation of Sartre and the other French existentialists who popularized it. But from the time of Kierkegaard, there has always been a persistent and important strain of existentialism that embraces the existence of God. Thinkers like the Catholic Gabriel Marcel (1889–1973) and the Jewish Martin Buber (1878–1965) have developed theologies that stress, among other things, the importance of personal relationships between people and God. Like all existentialists, they value the concrete, the personal, and the intimate over the systematized and universal. They see religion as the lived experience of individuals rather than the systematized philosophy of the church or even the Bible.

				Like Kierkegaard, the original Christian existentialist, they reject the notion that faith and reason can or need to be reconciled. Reason has its place, but it shouldn’t be allowed to trump the personal, the individual, and the free choice to believe, to have faith, in the absence of a complete and final rational proof. Like so much of human life, faith and the experience of the love of God are essentially irrational, and these existentialists see no reason to try to apologize for or cover up that fact. In many ways, their philosophies are a call to return to an earlier time — to a time when religion was a personal, immediate, and passionate experience, as opposed to an overly structured and overly intellectualized pursuit of the proper procedures and the proper belief with regard to some obscure point of theology.

			

				Like Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir (1908–1986) was involved in politics and any number of public issues. Her most enduring legacy has been to define, for a generation, the feminist movement in Europe and America. Although her groundbreaking work The Second Sex doesn’t deal with existentialism directly, her analysis of the place of women in society is erected on a largely existential structure. People may not realize it, but often when they’re discussing feminism, they’re discussing existentialism as well.

				But perhaps what most made existentialism accessible was the fact that Sartre, de Beauvoir, and Albert Camus (1913–1960) were all authors of novels and plays as well as philosophers. Putting their ideas into fiction was putting those ideas into the language of the masses. Just as Heidegger gained academic cred for existentialism by writing a work of great technical precision and mastery, the French gave existentialism street cred with their novelizations and dramatizations, which conveyed existential themes through vivid and concrete characters in memorable and emotionally charged stories.

				The greatest of these, which is still read widely today, is easily Camus’s The Stranger. It’s required reading in countless high school and college lit courses, as well as just a darned good book. Perhaps no single work by any existentialist has reached more people directly. A tale of absurdity, death, and coming to grips with the meaning of one’s existence, it packs much of the philosopher’s beliefs about life into a tight, easily digestible package.

				Contemporary Existentialists Keep the Movement Going

				Are there contemporary existentialists? Are there still romantic poets? Are there still stoic philosophers? Are there still philosophers actively developing Confucianism? Like all these important movements, existentialism was both of its time and place and timeless. There is not now, and probably will never be, another purely existential philosopher of the magnitude of Kierkegaard, Heidegger, or Sartre. Although we feel the philosophy is as relevant today as it ever was, its contribution to the human discussion has been made, and its major tenets were already developed in the classical works that fermented so much excitement in its heyday.

				To some extent this means enthusiasm has lulled, but don’t read too much into it. The Beatles aren’t recording any new albums, either. Like the Beatles, existentialism has hardly been forgotten. Existentialism has ingrained itself in modern culture in a way that few academic philosophies have ever managed to do. Books and movies in particular continue to give voice to existential themes (for a list of some of the best, see Chapters 15 and 16). Interest in the classics of existentialism remains strong, and their influence persists not merely in philosophy, but also in today’s culture, arts, and attitudes. Existentialism has always been a very personal philosophy that addresses the real human issues everyone faces. The measure of its impact isn’t the number of academic philosophers developing its theories, but the number of people who are meaningfully affected by its perspective.

				Are there contemporary existentialists? Yes. You and us, for a start.

			

		

	
		
			
				Part II

				The Fundamental Problem: God Is Dead

				
				[image: 276990-pp0201.eps]
			

				In this part . . .

				Necessity is the mother of invention, and great philosophical problems are the mothers of great philosophies. For the existentialist, the mother of all problems is the death of God, which refers to more than just a religious figure and plagues even those who still believe. The death of God refers to the religious and philosophical systems of thought that human beings have created to make sense of their world. The fact that they’re dead means they no longer have the clout to underwrite the sense of meaning, order, and purpose that humans desire, even need. Emotions such as angst, dread, and anxiety awaken you to the cracks in these systems, and force you to face your existence unadorned and square in the face.

				Although that may sound like a bummer, it’s really a good thing. Although these emotions are alerting you to a problem, they’re also alerting you to the new possibilities that open up for you when you face the reality of your situation honestly. The situation you must face is the fundamental absurdity of life. Facing this situation holds the promise of living authentically, in tune with who and what you are, rather than being at odds with and alienated from yourself. The promise, in short, of living in a way that’s more spiritually healthy, life-affirming, and satisfying.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 3

				If God Is Dead, Is Life Meaningless?

				In This Chapter

				Reevaluating meaning

				Understanding the death of God in relation to rationalism, religion, and science

				Assessing what you’ve lost — and gained — from the death of God

				Einstein said that a little letter called e equals mc2; Descartes said, “I think, therefore I am”; and Fred Flintstone said, “Yabba dabba doo!” Nietzsche will forever be remembered for saying, “God is dead.” If you’re unfamiliar with Nietzsche, and especially if you’re religious, it wouldn’t be surprising if you presume that his tone is mocking or gloating. Nietzsche could be quite mischievous and certainly wasn’t above taking this tone with his adversaries (or his friends!), including Christians and other theists. When he speaks of the death of God, however, his tone is more somber.

				“Where has God gone?” [the madman asked] “I shall tell you. We have killed him — you and I. We are his murderers. But how have we done this? How were we able to drink up the sea? Who gave us the sponge to wipe away the entire horizon? What did we do when we unchained the earth from its sun? Whither is it moving now? Whither are we moving now? Away from all suns? Are we not perpetually falling? Backward, sideward, forward, in all directions? Is there any up or down left? Are we not straying as through an infinite nothing?

				“. . . Where is God? God is Dead. God remains dead. And we have killed him. How shall we, murderers of all murderers, console ourselves?”

				—Friedrich Nietzsche, The Gay Science

				So the death of God is a bloody and painful affair. But what of the question in the title of this chapter? Does his death mean life is meaningless? The answer to this question is simple. It’s yes. Well, and no, actually. “God,” in the various senses we describe in this chapter, has been the source and keeper of all value and meaning for the world. When you “kill God,” you lose this. As Nietzsche says, you “wipe away the entire horizon.” When you remove this heavenly horizon, you’re left in a world without meaning. So yes, life without God is meaningless.

				But God was always a bit of a hoarder. He kept all that meaning and all that value for himself — keeping it all in his heaven. So in a sense that we explain more fully in coming sections, the world as you experience it and live in it day to day was already devoid of meaning. It was allowed to borrow a certain amount to justify its existence, but it never had any of its own. This is why the death of God is so momentous for Nietzsche — and why we see it as the jumping-off point for all existentialism. Only after the death of God can you face the meaninglessness of the world and realize it’s up to you to take responsibility for the direction of your own life.

				[image: WordsOfWisdom(Exist).eps] And this is the very important sense in which the answer is no. Reflecting on the death of God, Nietzsche asks, “Is not the greatness of this deed too great for us? Must we not ourselves become gods simply to be worthy of it? There has never been a greater deed; and whosoever shall be born after us — for the sake of this deed he shall be part of a higher history than all history hitherto.”

				The world is inherently meaningless, but the essential movement of existentialism is to assert that it doesn’t have to stay that way. We take over the responsibility for overseeing meaning in the world. This task isn’t easy, and it’s not to be taken lightly. God has done the job for well over 2,000 years; we can expect it to take us a while to get the hang of it.

				[image: Remember.eps] The death of God means human beings no longer have a ready source of value, but it also means that whatever value we can find, or make, won’t be kept at arm’s length from us or from the world we live in.

				In this chapter, we examine what Nietzsche really meant by the death of God, and how it’s a statement about more than just that guy in the Christian and Jewish scriptures or the Koran (among other holy works). In particular, we examine how this death concerns three absolute systems of thought: rationalism, religion, and science.

				Who Died? What the Death of God Means

				On one level, the death of God can be taken fairly literally. God is dead, or no longer viable, as a philosophical concept. Philosophers have for eons loved to debate the existence of God. Many philosophical proofs of God’s existence (we aren’t saying good ones) have been made, as well as a few proofs against, the primary argument being the existence of evil (again, we aren’t saying good ones). Nietzsche and the other existentialists don’t involve themselves in this debate.

				Just an observation, not a celebration

				[image: Remember.eps] The death of God isn’t a triumphant call of “we won the argument.” Rather, it’s a recognition of what’s considered by these existential thinkers to be an observable, sociological fact — that God and the church aren’t at the center of town anymore. More important, they aren’t at the center of people’s thinking and no longer have the clout to underwrite values and meaning in modern society.

				So in this sense, God is that sacred being who, according to the world’s major monotheistic religions, authors our existence and gives it meaning and purpose. You’re valuable, in this narrative, because God loves you and has a plan for you. Further, if God created everything, then, like you, everything has a purpose — “a place for everything and everything in its place,” as the old saw goes. With a living God, the universe is a very orderly place. Everything has purpose, everything has a reason, and everything is valuable because God created it with that purpose in mind and (according to most versions) loves the creation of his hands.

				The death of absolute systems of thought

				Although monotheism does a great job of making sense of the world and of making it an orderly place with a discernable meaning and purpose, it doesn’t have a monopoly on this activity. Philosophy, science and nonmonotheistic religions all try, among other things, to develop explanatory schemes that will make sense of the world and your place in it. In doing so, they tend to get a bit carried away. They try to create systems of thought, broad theories or grand narratives that try to explain everything. Further, the explanations they provide tend to be top-down; the stories told by philosophy, science, and religions provide the answers to you, rather than involve you in their development in a personal way. When Nietzsche announces the death of God, he’s really announcing the death of the viability of all these top-down explanatory schemes.

				[image: Remember.eps] For simplicity, we refer to all such attempts to rationally order and make sense of the world as absolute systems. The philosophy of Plato and the theology of the Catholic Church are examples of absolute systems. (If you want to blur the distinctions among denominations, as Nietzsche often does, all of Christianity can be seen as an absolute system.) They can also be thought of as absolute narratives because they try to bring everything in the world into one coherent story, or set of stories, that explains everything. The explanations, or stories, that absolute systems provide attempt to give the world a meaningful context. For this reason, those explanations are often referred to as meaning narratives. For example, the notions of heaven and hell are part of the meaning narrative provided by many, but not all, forms of Christianity to place human action in a meaningful context by assuring us that the good are rewarded and the evil punished.

				Absolute systems are absolute in two ways:

				They explain, or at least give a context to, everything. According to these systems of thought, nothing can’t, at least in theory, be understood in terms of the system. As we write this chapter, several American preachers have come under fire for suggesting that events such as Hurricane Katrina and the attacks of 9/11 were the retribution of an angry God. Meanwhile, in the halls of academia, some biologists and evolutionary psychologists are suggesting that ethics should be understood primarily in Darwinian terms. Each absolute system tends to insist that things be understood first and foremost in its terms.

				The system becomes the final arbiter of truth and reality. Just as the Supreme Court in the United States is the final arbiter of what the Constitution says and means, the absolute system — whether it’s Christianity, paganism, science, or Platonism — is the highest court of appeal for questions of ultimate reality. This is one reason why the existentialists are so touchy about being called existentialists; they don’t want their thinking to be confused with an absolute system.

				Another thing to remember about absolute systems is that they tend to be abstract and impersonal. In one sense, this can be a good and useful thing. The Declaration of Independence borrows from traditional, theistic, absolute systems when it states that all men are “endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights.” If you overlook the sexist language of the times, this means — in theory, at least — that everyone gets to be treated well and have his rights respected. Resting as it so often does on the concept of “God-given rights,” the concept of equal treatment before the law is very much a product of absolute systems. (Perhaps this is why existentialists haven’t always been big fans of liberal democracy. For more on this subject, see Chapter 12.)

				But look again at the nature of these absolute systems. Although they have their uses, one problem with absolute systems is that . . . well, they’re so absolute. You always have a tension between the requirements of an absolute system and its application to individual, concrete people. Even when an absolute system provides meaning, it does so only at a distance from the individual. This meaning is often prewrapped and segregated from the human lives it’s meant to sustain. As we discuss in later sections, most absolute systems historically have gone a step further and consciously removed meaning and value from human beings and the world they live in.

				[image: Remember.eps] Although absolute systems serve a function, they aren’t without their price. So although the deaths of God, of religion, and of all other absolute systems are seen as traumatic events, they also raise tremendous possibilities for humanizing your confrontation with your own existence. When the system is removed, you must confront that existence directly and without any false narratives intervening or comforting you. But you also get to confront your existence directly, honestly, and with human dignity.

				You can, of course, confront your existence honestly by using perspectives garnered from reason, philosophy, religion, or science. These things aren’t necessarily pernicious in and of themselves. Only when you turn them into receptacles of all meaning, and subsume yourself and your humanity to their proclamations, do you turn them into absolute systems. Human beings have a tendency to do this — to let too much of a good thing take over and become a monolithic source of direction. To understand absolute systems in more detail, read the next three sections. We examine three perspectives that at one time or another have been elevated to the status of absolute systems — rationalism, religion, and science — and explain why the existentialists see each of them as flawed and not viable as a source of an ordered understanding of the universe and our place within it.

			
				Taking the measure of things

				The Greek philosopher Protagoras famously said, “Man is the measure of all things: of things which are, that they are, and of things which are not, that they are not.” Plato vilified Protagoras as a sophist — a teacher of rhetoric who taught his students to develop the most persuasive speeches without regard to logic or the pursuit of truth (sophists were one part lawyer, one part political consultant).

				The statement exists only as a fragment, so assessing the exact meaning Protagoras had in mind is hard to do. If you interpret it as saying that ultimately, human beings must assess the world and its meaning, this is very close to what the existentialists have in mind. But if you tweak the statement, you can make it into a pretty fair account of the traditional view to which the existentialists are opposed: “Absolute systems are the measure of all things: of things which are meaningful, that they are, and of things which are not meaningful, that they are not.” Notice the impersonal and preconditioned nature of this statement. The human element, with its passions, individual projects, and concrete existence, is completely removed. You can see, as Sartre did, the existentialists as humanists who believe that philosophy should center on the subjective human element. Existentialism, however, is also a rebellion against systems of thought that dehumanize you by removing the human element and involvement from the assessment of meaning.

			

				Killing the God Called Reason

				Reason has been the obsession of Western philosophy for well over 2,000 years. Plato, whom we discuss more later in this chapter, came to be seen by many people as the patron saint of reason. Plato’s treatment of reason and of human passions is more complex and subtle than that of most of those who followed him. Indeed, existentialism in many ways harkens back to Plato’s more balanced view of humanity, in which reason is seen as working in tandem with certain rightly ordered emotions. In the end, however, the emphasis in Plato’s philosophy, which is magnified only in later interpretations — including those of the early Christians — is on the importance of our capacity to reason. Among other things, he extolled reason’s ability to rule over and control human passions, particularly the bodily passions, which were largely seen (and still are, in many quarters) as being dangerous and destructive, without much in the way of redeeming qualities.

				Any subtlety in the rationalism of Plato had pretty much evaporated by the time the existentialists were writing. Reason, in the modern sense, refers to your ability to, among other things, calculate, think logically and abstractly, weigh evidence, and process and categorize experience. In that sense, reason is often conflated in the history of Western thought with your conscience, your will, even your very self.

				Western philosophy is largely rationalistic in the sense that it glorifies your ability to reason over your other traits and capacities. Rationalism is most basically a belief in the effectiveness of your reasoning and its centrality to who you are. Reason, by this way of thinking, not only allows you to plan and project ways of getting what you want, but also has the ability to determine what you should want — to determine the best form of life. Reason is the granddaddy of all absolute systems of thought, because reason — with its parsing, categorizing, and abstracting of experience — creates these systems. By creating these systems — including religious systems — human reason provides many meaning-giving narratives. So why rebel against reason?

				What reason is all about

				You can better understand the existentialists’ problem with rationalism if you examine some of reason’s characteristics:

				Reason discovers universal truths: Two plus two doesn’t equal four for you and three for us. Mathematics is universal. Similarly, if you’re on the moon and we’re on Jupiter, you’ll feel the effects of gravity differently from the way we do. Using his reason, however, Sir Isaac Newton was able to develop the Law of Universal Gravitation, which explains the effects of gravity in both places and everywhere else as well. Reason by its nature, then, tries to explain away difference and show how everything fits under a simple set of uniform laws.

				Reason is abstract: To be universal, the laws of reason must not depend upon the particulars of a situation. It doesn’t matter whether you’re adding two apples to two apples, two oranges to two oranges, or two apples to two oranges — the answer is always four. The particulars don’t matter. Of course, some details do matter, but all rational thinking tries to abstract from the particulars as much as possible. For example, gravity affects a large mass differently from a small mass. This particular difference matters to the science of gravity. But does it matter whether the large mass is an elephant or a Toyota? Whether it’s blue or pink? Whether it’s a human being or a stone? Not at all.

				Reason is impersonal: In the classic scientific model, you’re supposed to use reason without emotion. To some extent, this thought is the logical consequence of the first two points. They remove any possible emotional content from the objects of reason by abstracting them until they cease to be objects of any feeling. When a person becomes a number, there’s nothing left to empathize with. But lack of emotional content is also, ideally, a characteristic of the rational agent doing the thinking. To think perfectly rationally is to become as computerlike as possible: a pure impartial processor of impersonal facts.

				Where’s the human element?

				The existentialists reject the notion that the exercise of reason can be the paradigmatic exercise of your humanity, because for them, life is essentially concrete and subjective. Your humanity happens in all those places that get factored out when you try to approach things rationally. The more purely rational institutions become, then, the more abstract and distant they become. You’ve probably had experiences dealing with rational individuals or institutions that made you just want to scream. Sometimes, even when they’re right, they’re wrong. They miss the point of the question — they miss the human element.

				[image: Anecdote.eps] For example, when coauthor Greg was an infant, he became very sick, and his parents took him to the hospital. While waiting in the hall for word about his condition, they asked a passing doctor, who informed them, matter-of-factly, that Greg probably wouldn’t last the week and then continued walking. Ignoring the factual error, this small encounter can be seen as a metaphor for the dehumanizing element in all rationalistic systems. Although they provide some guidance, like all super-rational elements in society, they do so at a distance. You sit in the universe’s waiting room hoping for some word from an absolute system that will redeem your situation — give it meaning — but it does so only on its own highly abstract and impersonal terms. Reason is dead, then, not so much because it can’t find any answers, but because the answers provided by reason alone are incapable of addressing real human needs.

				Plato: The good stuff is elsewhere

				Christianity is Platonism for the masses.

				—Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil

				It’s been said that all philosophy is a series of footnotes to Plato. If that’s true, existentialism can be seen as one long, angry footnote objecting to Plato’s misplacement of the meaning of life. But Plato isn’t important just to academic philosophers. Platonic ideas were taken very seriously and shaped much of the interpretation of the words of a simple carpenter from Bethlehem who also had a little impact on society. Much of existentialist criticism of Christianity (though certainly not all of it) can be traced to what many, including Nietzsche, regard as its Platonism.

			
				Reason as the source of religion?

				It may seem a contradiction to say that reason is the source of religion. Religion is about the spiritual, the mystical, and the unexplainable, right? This is true, but although the individual pieces of a religion may be mysterious and magical, when those pieces are coordinated into a belief system and the behaviors expected into a moral system, reason is at work. Reason takes a hodgepodge collection of mystical beliefs and practices and forms them into a religion. The Catholic church is the most obvious, but hardly the only, example of an institution offering an intricately ordered and thoroughly systematized belief structure. The Inquisition wasn’t a product of the experience of a loving God; it was the enforcement of a certain set of rationally ordered precepts about that God which the church judged essential to being a right-thinking Christian. Similarly today, when Pat Roberson states that 9/11 or Hurricane Katrina was the product of a sinful lifestyle, as crazy as that sounds, he doesn’t reference the mystery of the Holy Trinity. He tries to rationally weave events and beliefs together to form a coherent narrative. Many scientists and rationalist atheists point to examples like these to illustrate the damage they say belief in God causes. The truth, however, is that by themselves, the experiences of faith, loving God, and loving thy neighbor rarely get people into too much trouble. Only when these feelings are lost or twisted by faulty or excessive reasoning into inhumane narratives does the trouble start. This insight is the starting point of much of Christian existentialism, which attempts to strip religion of its rationalistic and oversystematized architecture and get back to a more direct experience of divinity and humanity.

			

				[image: Warning(bomb).eps] A word of warning concerning the picture of both Plato and Christianity presented here: Both Platonism and Christianity are incredibly complex, broad, and rich systems of thought. Although Nietzsche often presents himself as an anti-Christian and an anti-Platonist, his thoughts and feelings about them are often conflicted. In many respects, he has a love–hate relationship with each. In what follows, we focus on the development of one strain of thought that begins as a kernel in Plato’s philosophy and becomes magnified into a powerful force in Christian thinking. What Nietzsche objects to is the development of the idea that a true world exists, next to which ours is a poor copy. This notion of the true world is similarly rejected by later existentialists who stress the need to focus attention on this world — the human world.

				In search of perfect forms

				We don’t try to explain Plato’s entire complex body of work, but most of what’s important for our purposes can be summed up in his theory of the forms — a theory in which Nietzsche interprets Plato as rationally abstracting everything good out of the world and paving the way for much of what he finds most objectionable in Christianity. The Greeks were fascinated by the relationship between the one and the many. Take men, for example. There are many men — tall men, short men, fat men, skinny men, brave men, cowardly men, men with one leg, men with one eye, and even men who don’t have . . . well, what many of us take to be definitive of our manhood. Eunuchs are still men. As we write this chapter, the news recently announced the story of a pregnant man. No definition seems to cover all the exceptions. So what makes this man (suave, dashing, clean-shaven Chris) and that man (curmudgeonly, bearded, Danny DeVito-esque Greg) both men?

				We can ask the same question of things like goodness, justice, and courage. Many of Plato’s dialogues describe conversations in which his former mentor and full-time literary mouthpiece Socrates asks supposed experts in these subjects what the meanings of these big words are. The problem is, as with men, every time you come up with a definition, at least one instance doesn’t seem to fit. So what’s Plato’s answer? The forms. Think of a form as a template, an exemplar. For every thing, for every concept, the form is the perfect example of that thing. When you say a word like good or man or lasagna, you’re referring to this ultimate example, this perfect version of the item. All other instances of these things, like this man or that lasagna, are but imperfect copies. (Greg thinks this is pretty plausible, because every lasagna he’s ever tasted except for his mother’s homemade lasagna is a pale imitation. Chris thinks Greg doesn’t understand Plato; read on to see why.)

				So where are all these forms, and how do you know they exist, anyway? As for the second question, you know they exist not because you see them, but through the exercise of your reason, which is able to comprehend what’s abstract and universal. Your senses can perceive only what’s limited and particular. But your reason comprehends perfect, universal truths like those of mathematics and geometry. You can’t see any perfect circles; all are marred by minor imperfections. But your reason can determine how the radius of a perfect circle would be related to its diameter, if you could find one.

				Forms are good; the physical world is bad

				So where are this perfect circle and the rest of the forms? In Plato’s house? At the British Museum? No, forms aren’t worldly. (Sorry, Mrs. Gale, your lasagna doesn’t count.) In Plato’s philosophy, they live in their own realm of ultimate truth and perfection. It’s a perfect place, an immaterial place, a . . . heavenly place. And all the forms revolve around the one most perfect form, the form of ultimate unity and perfection — the good. Souls come from this place and yearn to return. And if you’re very, very good, and spend a lot of time exercising your reason and ignoring your physical passions, you’ll eventually go back. Until then, you’re stuck here, along with everyone else — in imperfect bodies, in an imperfect world that’s only a pale shadow of the true world. What Platonism represents is the introduction of dualism, a split or separation between the spiritual and the physical, between rational souls and irrational, passionate bodies, and (most important) between the true world and this world of shadowy appearances. The former things are good, and the latter things are bad, or at least lacking in the true perfection that lies elsewhere. Plato himself recognizes this problem and tries to rectify it by saying, among other things, that physical objects “participate” in the forms. In this way and others, he tries to unify, or at least connect, the two worlds. But concepts like participation are never fully explained. So what starts as a crack in Plato’s philosophy develops into a full-grown split that, fairly or unfairly, is attributed to Plato himself by Nietzsche and others.

				The existential objection

				Wait, wait, wait! You start with a question essentially about the meaning of words, and now, suddenly, all truth, all meaning, all value have been taken from you and placed somewhere else. Plato creates an absolute system of thought in which the world is a miserable, debased copy of something else, something you can’t see or touch or smell. He says many of your own feelings and emotions are misguided.

				“Foul!” the existentialist cries. “I want my meaning. I want my value back here! How dare you take it from me, Plato? I want a humanity with dignity! How dare you shame me?”

				But of course, Plato isn’t alone. Nietzsche feels that Plato’s narrative of the true world repeats itself again and again in the history of both religion and philosophy. Much of Christianity, for example, adopts this dualistic picture. God, heaven, and immortal souls are the things that are most ultimately real, good, true, and of ultimate value. The world, on the other hand, is the devil’s playground. It’s a fleeting place of pain, suffering, and confusion where hope rests in the belief that your soul partakes in something more, something greater than this world, and that someday, that soul may escape this mortal prison and attain that other world.

			
				Happiness versus meaning

				Nietzsche sees God’s death as a problem. It’s a problem many of his contemporaries also wrestle with in their increasingly secular society. The English in the 18th century developed a rationalistic, secular moral system that still influences people today. It’s called utilitarianism, and it attempts to explain how people can act morally in a modern, scientific world devoid of superstition. They start with a simple premise: What all people really desire is happiness. From there, they proceed logically, methodically, and scientifically to show that all right action is aimed at maximizing happiness and that the right thing to do in any situation is the product of a calculus weighing all the consequences of any action upon the happiness of yourself and others.

				One quick way to understand the existentialists is to look at these English philosophers and realize that what the existentialists are doing is exactly not that. As Nietzsche wryly notes in response to these philosophers, “Man does not desire happiness. Only the Englishman desires that.” According to Nietzsche, what you actually want, what you need, is meaning. You need your life to make some kind of sense and fit into some kind of pattern. History shows repeatedly that people can suffer horribly if they believe that suffering means something, if they’re sacrificing for something they believe in.

			

				For Plato, the consolation is that this other world can be glimpsed here and now; it’s evident through the use of reason. For true-believing Christians, especially for the Christians living in the time when the religion was most alive, the true world isn’t something that can be seen in this world, but its promise is so real and so certain that it’s palpable. As science progresses, however, the real world of heaven and ultimate reality are pushed farther and farther into the distance. This world becomes more and more the center of attention. But as we discuss in the following sections, that attention doesn’t reverse what Plato did. The separation of the world of value from the world you live in is a persistent issue, and one that the existentialists are all committed to rejecting and correcting.

				Kant: The world isn’t knowable

				If God wasn’t dead when Kant was writing, he was on serious life support — life support that Kant’s own philosophy tried to supply. Kant represents a transition between the living God of Plato and the early Christians and today’s secular, scientific society in which God is no longer a defining concept. Kant lived in an age still recovering from, and in many ways still tethered to, medieval concepts of God and religion. These ideas had just started to become untenable, just started their decline as totally dominant systems of belief that determined every aspect of life and social structure. In attempting to make room for them, Kant illustrates how these narratives are failing — how people are more distant from God, heaven, and the meaning and value they conferred.

				Kant created a rational philosophy that he felt would make room for religious faith in a world increasingly dominated by science and skepticism concerning the knowability of ultimate truths. To do this, he limited the scope of reason to separate a realm of scientific, rational inquiry (knowable by human reason) from the realm of faith and ultimate reality (its ultimate nature unknowable by human reason). For our purposes, his doing this has three significant effects:

				It severs faith and reason. The church’s traditional attitude toward the two was that they’re compatible and converge in the same ultimate truth. With the growing ascendancy of science, the church’s response was similar (after certain reactionary factions within it accepted they could never burn enough heretics to make the new science go away, that is). Scientific truth is simply the revelation of the mechanics of God’s creation. After Kant, however, this position became less and less philosophically tenable. Kant was himself both a spiritual man and a rationalist. For him to sever these two realms signaled that a fundamental disconnect existed between them and that the two grand writers of human narratives — reason and religion — were coming into direct conflict.

				It signals a crisis in the ability of the defining systems of human society to be complete, total, and absolute definitions of reality. Absolute systems that once held people’s undivided attention and provided them with convincing narratives in which they could place total confidence and trust had begun to break down. At this point, these systems could provide answers, but they could no longer provide the answers.

				It alienates people further from their sources of value and meaning. For Kant, the truths of heaven still are ultimately true and ultimately real. But whereas the church says these truths are knowable by divine revelation and reinforced by the findings of science, and Plato says you can come to know them through the exercise of your reason, for Kant, their ultimate nature is wholly unknowable. More important, within Kant’s philosophy the world as it’s studied by human science is so removed from the world of ultimate truth that the earthly truths of the former can’t tell us anything about the truths of the latter.

				 Faith in heaven is spared, but the victory is somewhat Pyrrhic. Reason and religious revelation are both crippled, and the realm that contains everything of value for human beings is put off at an even greater distance. Kant wasn’t an existentialist, but it’s hardly surprising that many of the existentialists were influenced heavily by him and by what they saw as his failure to ultimately save either reason or religion.

				The Death of God and Religion

				Although the death of God isn’t just about God, it certainly is about God. Perhaps more accurately, it’s about religion, and God is simply the focus. Religion, however, provides the answer and gives God his place and his meaning. Think of the differences between the religion of Hebrew scriptures, in which the will of God is expressed by a multiplicity of laws and rules, and the God of the Christian scriptures, in which Jesus boils these commandments down to their essentials in the love of God and the love of your neighbor. Here, you have different conceptualizations of the same God, and even of the same rules, within one broad tradition. Then you have even greater differences between the Judeo-Christian version(s) of God and the understanding of divinity in pagan and Eastern religions.

				Religion puts everything, even God, in its place. It orders the universe and makes sense of it — gives it meaning. It does this by creating a narrative about God, about who he is, what he wants, and how you’re related to him. Your meaning, your understanding of your place in the universe, and even your understanding of your relationship to other people is defined in terms of your relationship to God. The death of God, as it relates to religion, is saying that traditional narratives about this relationship have broken down. They no longer have what it takes to underwrite your understanding of your place in the universe.

				How Christianity lost its mojo

				Christianity went through two stages in which it was wildly successful, in which whatever criticism you could make against it, you’d have to acknowledge that God was alive and well. Here are those two stages:

				Early Christianity: Early Christians tended to keep to themselves; they lived in small, often communal, groupings. More than at any other time, perhaps, Christianity then wasn’t just a set of beliefs, but a way of life. Even the Christians’ Roman oppressors often remarked favorably upon their integrity and faithfulness to their beliefs. Nietzsche said people should live dangerously, and the early Christians often did. Saying you loved Jesus didn’t make you an acceptable political candidate; it made you look tasty to lions. It also made you something of an outsider. Christian faith wasn’t just something you inherited from the folks or took up because it was what people do. It was the product of an involved and often impassioned choice. Christian communities reinforced this choice less through sanction than through an intimately shared passion and a shared vision of life. If you walk among the Hasidic Jews of Brooklyn or the Amish of the Dutch country in Pennsylvania today, you may wonder whether God is really dead for these people. Like the early Christians, they arrange their entire lives by the narrative of their religion.

				Medieval Christianity: Small communities can be organized and arranged in the way of early Christianity, but as the number of people in a group grows, as the followers multiply, the nature of faith changes. Humans also seem to naturally drift toward and to accept hierarchical structures. As Christianity developed, it grew from an experience into a system — a theological system with a highly organized and detailed belief structure and a political system that dispensed both knowledge and power in a hierarchical structure. Although many people consider this in itself to be the death of true religion, the church flourished as an absolute system putting everything — from God to kings to peasants — in its precise place. During the ascendancy of this system, everyone knew his place, and everyone knew what it meant to be alive. The church’s narrative was (basically) universally accepted and provided the ground upon which society and everyone in it stood and lived their lives.

				After the church became an absolute system, however, it became vulnerable. The problem with absolute systems is that they’re so absolute. One of the reasons institutions like the church are so conservative and so hostile to any beliefs that don’t fit is that the basis of the absolute system is precisely that everything does fit. After you start monkeying with its fundamental premises, you may be able to rework things intellectually and arrange them so that they fit with the new ideas. But you’ve already irrevocably contradicted the system’s most fundamental premise: that the universe is an orderly place and that this system reveals that order, understands the place of everything, and can be a guide for understanding your place in that universe.

				So when troublemakers like Copernicus assert that, scientifically speaking, it makes more sense to say that the earth revolves around the sun, there’s some justice in the church’s claim that this is heretical and will tear down all pious belief. In the long run, it did. Like a Jenga puzzle falling apart in slow motion, the slow advance of science collapsed both the perfect, all-inclusive worldview the church had created and the church’s role as final arbiter of truth as author of that worldview. In many respects, what’s most surprising about the church’s response to thinkers like Copernicus and Galileo is that it wasn’t more antagonistic toward them than it was.

				Likewise, as its political power waned, the church became one of many competing powers and influences upon society. But an absolute system thrives on being singular. It wasn’t just the church’s influence and power that waned, but, as we discuss in the next section, its ability to underwrite meaning and value for its constituents. After the church became one power among many, following it became a choice to one degree or another. But that implies an open question. After this happens, the luster and security of absolute certainty is lost, and the hold the church has on society is broken. Without the gravitational force of this absolute certainty and the reassurance and stability that provides, people tend to drift away not only from church membership, but also from a wholehearted acceptance of the church’s narrative.

				Being religious isn’t a “Get out of jail free” card

				By the 19th century, when the first existentialists were writing, the narrative of the church had largely broken down. Much of the public piety of that age was a surface piety enforced by social convention. Churchgoers, by and large, were stuck in the same malaise and just as alienated as those who had left the church. Why? Because Christians are like samurai.

				[image: Anecdote.eps] One of Greg’s professors once told him in seminar, “You can’t be a samurai warrior.” Poor Greg was devastated. But the professor was right. Some choices aren’t available to you. You could do what Forest Whitaker does in the excellent movie Ghost Dog: You could pick up a sword, you could pledge yourself to another person, and you could try to follow a code of honor. But being a samurai is something more. Being a samurai means being part of something larger than yourself; it means being something with a certain cultural significance. Being a samurai is part of the meaning-narrative of an entire society.

				Can people be Christians today? Certainly, but they can never be Christians in the way people were Christians for hundreds of years during which the church dominated European political, intellectual, and cultural institutions. Christianity, as an absolute system providing a homogenous meaning narrative for an entire society, is dead. Being a Christian in a world in which the sun revolves around the earth, echoing in a concrete, physical way God’s love and attention, is gone. Being a Christian in a world in which the teachings of the church are reflected in every physical fact, in every element of societal structure, is gone. Even if you believe in God and believe in the divinity of Jesus, that type of Christian is as dead as the samurai.

				For the Christian existentialists, to some extent this is a good thing. The price of the church’s absolute reassurance was the abdication of your individual, personal responsibility for and passionate engagement in your own faith. This, for the existentialist, is tantamount to giving up your humanity (dare we say your soul?) — a devil’s bargain, to be sure.

				[image: Remember.eps] After the church loses this privileged, absolute status, the individual must reassert himself. Christianity — real, personal, passionate Christianity — once again becomes dangerous and once again becomes possible. But it isn’t something that can be taken for granted. It’s hard. Because Christianity as a dominant system has lost its mojo, lost its ascendancy, God is as dead for the Christian as he is for the atheist. And this is attended with all the same pitfalls and turmoil.

				Science Becomes Its Own Religion

				Science, any good scientist will tell you, is skeptical. Its theories are always up for revision, correction, and even wholesale replacement. The scientist can’t afford to be dogmatic but must always be open-minded. He’s skeptical of new theories, but if they survive the rigors of scientific examination, he must accept them, no matter how they conflict with his preconceived notions, or even with established theories. Science, then, is not an absolute system with all the answers. It’s simply a method — a collection of best practices, if you will. It’s a method of searching for the truth, to which it’s a humble servant.

				Yeah, right. If you believe all this, we have a bridge to sell you. If science didn’t kill God outright, it certainly agreed to gleefully help hammer the nails into the coffin. The traditional line of thinking about the relationship between religion and science (as told by scientists) is that science was the victim of the narrow-mindedness of the church. Scientists, according to this narrative, didn’t have it out for religion; they simply wanted the freedom to explore and gain understanding. Why should the church feel so threatened? They said that they, unlike the church, were open-minded and simply wanted to use the brains God gave them to discover the truths of his creation.

				There is some truth to this egalitarian view of science (just as there is some falsehood to the vilification of religion in the above narrative). But some scientists have always been willing to openly repudiate the notion of God as antithetical to a reasoned understanding of that universe. Recently, there’s been a resurgence of this type of thinking. Books like The God Delusion, by biologist Richard Dawkins, express the notion that God is a failed hypothesis, a belief not just unprovable, but also irrational and foolish. It is, one might say, a heretical notion that must be stamped out.

				Meet the new boss, same as the old boss.

				The scientific worldview: Science as God

				Science is always incomplete. It’s always searching for truths it hasn’t yet discovered. Science hasn’t progressed, and probably never will progress, to the point where it can claim status as the ultimate system of knowledge by virtue of having all the answers. Instead, when science makes its claim of being the ultimate system for discovering the truths of the universe, it runs on its track record. It has a consistent record of demonstrating its ability to explain and predict more things than any other system — whether shamanism, astrology, religion, or armchair philosophizing.

				What produces these results isn’t the big brains of scientists or inclusion in their secret club. No, the success of science is credited to the scientific method — with the way in which scientists go about seeking the truth. Following this method has led people out of the darkness of ignorance and superstition and into the light of knowledge. Exactly what this scientific method is, is a question open to more debate than you may think. But here are some of its major attributes:

				Objective rationality: The scientist must be objective, dispassionate, and able to look at the subject matter without prejudice. That’s fine for studying sturgeon, the existentialist replies, but you can’t study human life this way. Come to think of it, you probably can’t study sturgeon this way. Human beings simply are never disinterested observers.

				Observation and experimentation: This is the classic picture of the scientific method: Scientists make some observations, come up with a theory, and test that theory against the world, experimenting and making new observations. Although certainly important, it turns out this is less important, and less definitive of the activity of science, than we — and probably you — were taught in high school science class.

				Explanatory power: Now we’re getting to the real power behind the throne. When you’re comparing two theories, the stronger one is the theory that can explain more. Why take a theory that can explain human behavior when a competing theory explains all primate behavior?

				Simplicity and elegance: This is the other central pillar of scientific method. Scientists prefer less-complex theories over more-complex ones. They prefer their hypotheses to refer to as few entities as possible. Take the search for a grand unified theory, for example. Physics currently posits four forces in the universe: strong, weak, electromagnetic, and gravitational (don’t sweat it; it won’t be on the test, we promise!). Scientists are currently trying to find a way to show that all four forces are really the action of just one underlying force. Why? Because the observations demand it? Because they can’t explain some phenomenon with these four forces? No, just because it’s more simple and more elegant that way. This elegance has an aesthetic quality that scientists believe is valuable in a theory. So much for objective, dispassionate rationality.

				All this is all well and good, and the existentialists don’t doubt the accomplishments of thinkers like Newton. Science is certainly very effective in what it does. The problem occurs when a method for studying and learning about the facts of the world becomes the perspective from which you perceive and interpret the world.

				For the existentialists, any set of facts is open to multiple interpretations, multiple meanings, and multiple valuations, depending on how you see the significance of those facts. But as science became the dominant world view, it started to assert the existence of only one interpretation, only one perspective: the objective, dispassionate perspective of science. Because all other worldviews have proved less effective in navigating truth and falsehood and in explaining objects and events in the universe, any other way of looking at the world amounts to a dangerous and retrograde superstition. At this point, science becomes more than just a useful tool for understanding the world; it becomes an absolute system proscribing our relationship to it.

				[image: Remember.eps] Like any other absolute system, then, science assumes the mantle of final arbiter of all reality and truth. “We may not have all the answers,” says the scientist, “but we possess the only valid method of getting them.” At this point, science ceases to be a humble collection of best practices and becomes its own God — a new kind of ultimate, absolute system. This system doesn’t provide all the answers, but it proscribes the method of searching for those answers. Certainly, this is only one way of looking at science, even among scientists. It is a perspective that was particularly ascendant at the time the existentialists were writing, however, and one that has hardly disappeared even today.

				Science can’t replace God after all

				[image: WordsOfWisdom(Exist).eps] You may think that Nietzsche, as an avid opponent of the church, would have been thrilled with the ascendancy of science. But here’s Nietzsche’s description of the scientific point of view, “[God is] an idea no longer of any use . . . an idea grown useless, superfluous, consequently a refuted idea: let us abolish it! (Broad daylight; breakfast; return of cheerfulness and bons sens [good sense] . . . )”

				Nietzsche isn’t being sympathetic here; he’s being sarcastic, even mocking. The idea that simply by ridding the world of superstition, you bring about a new, more enlightened age is ludicrous. Science simply isn’t equipped to replace religion. As a purely objective inquiry into how things tick, it isn’t set up to answer fundamental questions of what it means that things tick and whether or why it matters.

				But science doesn’t just fail to replace religion and speak to these essential human concerns. It also actually hampers your ability to address these concerns. It stands in the way because of two more characteristics of the scientific method (or perhaps we should say the scientific mindset):

				The Donald Trump Effect: As science continually finds more and more answers, it seeks new worlds to conquer. Overly wary of the evils of superstition and irrationality, it takes for itself more and more real estate, claiming more and more realms of the human experience and its proper subject.

				The See No Evil/Hear No Evil/Speak No Evil Effect: Having acquired all this real estate, science then kicks out anything that doesn’t fit into the scientific worldview, anything not amenable to purely objective, rational scientific inquiry. But rather than kick it back to philosophy or religion, it debases it as mere superstition or retrograde thinking. In other words, if the scientists can’t study it, no one can. If it doesn’t exist as a valid object of scientific inquiry, it doesn’t exist as a valid object of human inquiry and concern. Meaning? Value? They don’t see it, can’t hear it, and won’t speak of it. If you find a way to fit it into a bar graph, let ’em know, and they’ll take over from there.

				Science, then, becomes another source of alienation. It not only refuses to speak to your most fundamental concerns, but also degrades and debases them, much as traditional philosophical and religious systems debased the earth.

				So What Have You Lost If God Is Dead?

				[image: PonderThis.eps] Existentialism is an ultimately optimistic philosophy that develops way beyond the death of God. Ultimately, the death of God is seen as a good thing. It allows you to move beyond the narratives that have sustained you to a healthier, more authentic existence. Ultimately. In the shorter term, the existentialists recognize this as a traumatic and somber event. The most obvious metaphor is funereal, seeing all humanity, existentialists included, as being in the process of mourning. This is certainly apt. The way some thinkers (particularly the French) talk about it, another apt metaphor comes to mind: that of the scorned lover. Although the existentialists don’t believe in an ultimate justice, their colorful descriptions of the human situation often use the language of abandonment, betrayal, and the loss of something that was in some sense theirs. And now they’re pining away for what they lost. You might take a moment — as part of the grieving process — to join them in considering what you’ve lost. Afterward, you can process your grief and listen to your friends console you, saying, “It’s okay, you’re strong, and you’re better off without him.”

				No easy answers: Rejecting all absolutes

				God and all the explanatory meaning-narratives he represents gave people answers. People like being told what to do, where to stand, where they fit, and what their function is. It’s comforting, and it allows them to relax mentally and spiritually. The death of God means you’ve lost all absolute answers, all ultimately real and right answers to the fundamental questions of existence. This leaves you feeling like the ground has been removed from under your feet. Like a child whose training wheels are taken off without warning and feels the bicycle start to shake and wobble uncontrollably, you may be disconcerted and understandably scared.

				You’re like the child on the bicycle; it then falls to you to take control. When your traditional narratives fail you, you inherit a heavy burden. Perhaps no one felt this burden like Sartre. Answering charges from his critics that existentialism leaves human beings in an arbitrary universe in which the existentialist makes up morality without any ultimate, objective support, he replied that he didn’t ask for it to be that way and that he was as vexed by the situation as his critics were. He said that’s where humanity is, however, and you have to move forward. The only way forward is for human beings to shoulder the responsibility of providing answers for themselves. These won’t be absolute, final answers, but they’re the only answers you can get. You’ll have to get into the habit of creating and re-creating them.

				The baby with the bathwater: Meaning, truth, and value

				One of the characteristics of many of the systems and meaning narratives that have always sustained people is that they placed meaning elsewhere. (See the earlier section on Plato.) One of the reasons it seems so difficult to produce meaning for yourself is that you’ve always been told you can’t — that there’s no meaning to be found here. If all value resides in, or is underwritten by, God and heaven, by forces and truths beyond the earthly realm, when you lose your sustaining faith in those otherworldly holders of value, you lose all the things they were holding as their exclusive provenance.

				This is one of the reasons atheistic existentialists have been so at odds with the church. The church keeps raising eyes to heaven, and the existentialists keep lowering eyes back down. And they do bring your eyes way down. Their stories are often about ugly realities and scandalous people. They don’t force you to look at these things because they want to wallow in misery or debasement. Rather, they want you to recognize that any meaning, value, truth, or beauty can be found only here, in this imperfect and often ugly world. They want you to look at it honestly, without varnish, without covering up its ills, without romanticizing it, and without the filter of an ultimate moral judgment upon it. They say you must learn to see it this way because your task is to find a way to accept and live in this imperfect place — the earth and the human world you’re part of. You must recognize that this is the only home you have or will ever know.

				The danger of nihilism

				Strictly speaking, nihilism isn’t something you’ve lost, but it may represent something you stand to lose. When something traumatic happens, when you lose someone for whatever reason, when you face a crisis that demands that you rise to the occasion, the danger always exists that you’ll break, that you’ll fall into hopeless despair. For the existentialists, this was the danger posed by the collapse of the traditional systems of value and belief that provided meaning to people for thousands of years.

				[image: Remember.eps] Nihilism is the state of belief in nothing. It’s the belief that nothing matters, but perhaps saying that it’s the empty feeling that nothing matters is just as apt. Nihilism is a form of surrender or a form of despair; it’s a wallowing in nothingness that the nihilist can’t see beyond. Bob Dylan wrote, “When you ain’t got nothin’, you got nothin’ to lose.” There’s something positive and hopeful in this statement. Someone with nothing has the freedom to. . . . It’s a freedom alive with possibility. The nihilist refuses to see this possibility. For the nihilist, when you ain’t got nothin’, you got nothin’ to win. The nihilist rejects all creation and all positive projects. Like a broken record, the nihilist drones on and on, “There is nothing; there can be only nothing.” Rejecting creation, the nihilist often embraces destruction. For the French, this nihilism was an underlying cause of the atrocities of the Nazis. Nihilism, then, isn’t just some academic concern. It’s the concern that humanity will be eaten by its own fears and anxieties and lapse into, at best, a state of stagnation and immobility and, at worst, rush headlong into a cycle of violence, murder, and self-destruction.

				[image: Warning(bomb).eps] The existentialists were not nihilists. Their philosophy tries to find a way out of nihilism. For the existentialists, life is about creation, about creating the ground for your own meaning, creating value and making your world, and making yourself into something. It won’t be easy, but they insist that although you start with nothing and must continually face the nothingness of the universe, you don’t have to remain immobile there. You can assume the role of being the author of your own existence. Human beings care about and value things. The fact that there’s no ultimate significance to things beyond their human significance doesn’t mean that they have no significance. The ultimate answer to the question asked in the title of this chapter is an insistent, even defiant no. If God is dead, the existentialist proclaims, life is not meaningless. It has the meaning you choose to give it.
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