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SITUATING EXISTENTIALISM


Introduction 

Jonathan Judaken 

A philosophizing that begins by casting light on the situation remains in flux because the situation is nothing but a ceaseless flow. . . . If I take the illumination of the situation for the starting point of philosophizing, I renounce objective explanations that would deduce existence from principles as one whole being. Instead each objective thought structure has its own function. 

Awaking to myself, in my situation, I raised the question of being. 

—Karl Jaspers, “Philosophizing Starts with Our Situation,” in Philosophy, vol. 1 

Existentialism Is an Anti-Ism 

Situating Existentialism is a history of the process of systematizing and canonizing existentialism as a movement of thought. As such, it reconstructs a shared dialogue about the human condition in the form of a series of reception histories. But it does so in a somewhat disjointed set of frames, for the process of establishing existentialism as a distinctive brand of theorizing about the human predicament in modernity was welded together only in hindsight. 

One might assume that an overview of the history of existentialism would offer a definition of its subject at the outset. But existentialism, in principle, rejects a neat dictionary definition or formulation. It is not a consistent or systematic philosophy or approach to thought.1 If anything, existentialism defined itself against systems: systems of thought like Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel’s or “scientific” schemas like racism or positivism; systems of behavior like those of the mob mentality of the masses as in nationalism or the narrow norms of the bourgeoisie; or systems of production like those created by the industrial revolution. As summarized by Søren Kierkegaard, the thinker most consider to be the prime mover of existentialism: “A logical system can be given, an existential system is impossible.”2 

Jean-Paul Sartre, existentialism’s most famous exponent, rejected the invitation to define existentialism: “It is in the nature of an intellectual quest to be undefined,” he wrote. “To name it and to define it is to wrap it up and tie the knot. What is left? A finished, already outdated mode of culture, something like a brand of soap, in other words an idea.”3 Moreover, as Marjorie Grene put it in a work that helped introduce existentialism to English readers, “the more fashionable a philosophy becomes, the more elusive is its definition.”4 Indeed, as Friedrich Nietzsche—one of the prophets of what emerged as existentialism—argues in On the Genealogy of Morals, “only that which has no history is definable.”5 Situating Existentialism seeks to reconstruct the history that has led to how existentialism has come to be defined, systematized, and canonized. 

So rather than a definition, we offer a description of existentialism. This description is historically informed, porous, and sensitive to national variation. That is, to describe existentialism is to reconstruct an interchange among a group of thinkers from different regions who came to share a vocabulary for naming a set of problems in the shared setting of modernity. 

Our approach is the only viable one given that the writers grouped together as existentialists offer no coherent creed or body of thought or doctrine. There is surely no clear party line. Neither is existentialism, as is so often claimed, reducible to an intellectual mood. In fact, among those thinkers generally lumped together and labeled “existentialists” there are profound differences on foundational issues: irreconcilable positions on God and religion; widely divergent views on politics; and oftentimes opposed outlooks regarding ethics. 

Albert Camus, for example, believed that God’s existence had little bearing on the human condition. In his notebooks, Camus remarked that “I often read that I am atheistic; I hear people speak of my atheism. Yet these words say nothing to me; for me they have no meaning. I do not believe in God and I am not an atheist.”6 Martin Heidegger, in contrast, once famously claimed that “only a God can save us.”7 In fact, it would not be an exaggeration to say that much of modern theology in the Christian and Jewish traditions is a footnote to Kierkegaard, so influential was he on the thought of such Christian existentialists as Karl Barth, Rudolf Bultmann, Paul Tillich, and Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Jewish thinkers such as Martin Buber, Franz Rosenzweig, and Emmanuel Levinas. 

Kierkegaard also was a thoroughgoing critic of all collective movements, insisting that where the crowd goes, untruth reigns.8 In The Present Age, he warned against the dangers of modern politics launched in the name of the people or the public. On the other hand, politics became a cornerstone of Sartre’s philosophy. He maintained that existentialism “is precisely the opposite of quietism, since it declares that reality only exists in action” and, moreover, that “I cannot set my own freedom as a goal without also setting the freedom of others as a goal.” In his 1946 essay “Materialism and Revolution,” Sartre stated bluntly that “the philosophy of revolution” represents “the philosophy of man in the general sense.”9 As such, Sartre was a fellow traveler of communism, Third World radicalism, and Maoism—in short, the ambassador of theory to revolutionary politics throughout the postwar period. At the other extreme of the political spectrum, Heidegger—who profoundly influenced not only Sartre’s ideas but also much of existentialism—was a card-carrying member of the Nazi Party, which has posed a recurrent problem for those inspired by his thought. 

If there is no coherence on matters of religion or politics, there is also no unity when it comes to questions of ethics. A distinguishing feature of the existentialists’ ontological and ethical projects is the importance they give to alterity: the being of “the other.” But there were extensive variations in how the relationship between the self and other (both individually and collectively) was understood.10 For Sartre, “Hell is the other” (as Garcin, the protagonist of No Exit, famously proclaims), for others see us as we do not see ourselves. Sartre’s ontology reworked Hegel’s master–slave dialectic from his Phenomenology of Spirit in terms of the intersubjective dialectic of “the gaze” in such a way that relations with others were competitive by nature, an incessant struggle for recognition. For Gabriel Marcel, in contrast, “love as the breaking of the tension between the self and the other, appears to me to be what one might call the essential ontological datum.”11 Likewise for Martin Buber; in I and Thou, love is not a feeling but rather a relation: “Love does not cling to an I, as if the You were merely its ‘content’ or object; it is between I and You.”12 Karl Jaspers put this in a different way: “What I am, I can become only with the other—the act of opening myself to the other is at the same time, for the I, the act of realizing itself as a person.”13 So for Marcel, Jaspers, and Buber, unlike for Sartre, all relationships can move beyond seeing others as objects. 

When it comes to ethics per se, these differing notions of alterity entail differing stances on morality. In The Ethics of Ambiguity, Simone de Beauvoir rejected any form of absolutist ethics: there are no absolute values before they are embodied in action. The epigraph from Michel de Montaigne to de Beauvoir’s Ethics sums up her view: “Life in itself is neither good nor evil. It is the place of good and evil, according to what you make it.” Rather than seeking absolutes (or absolution), de Beauvoir called for us to engage in a process of “permanent liberation” because we live in “permanent tension,” always caught in ambiguity. As such, “morality resides in the painfulness of an indefinite questioning.”14 

In Either/Or, Kierkegaard, like de Beauvoir and Sartre, emphasized the centrality of choice within the ethical sphere of life. In Fear and Trembling, however, he suggested that the universal dictums of ethics are transcended when it comes to the dictates of faith. He termed this “leap of faith” the “teleological suspension of the ethical.” In retelling the biblical narrative of Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice Isaac, Kierkegaard insisted on how shaken we ought to be by Abraham’s acceptance of God’s commandment that he kill his only son as the paradigmatic example of faith. The reason Abraham should arouse fear and trembling is that his act entails obscuring the previously clear line between right and wrong, good and evil. 

These examples demonstrate that there is no accord between some of the most famous figures associated with existentialism on matters as fundamental as God, politics, and morality. Yet despite these immense differences, there is a certain existential lexicon that informs the shared themes one finds across a wide array of thinkers. Indeed, it is Kierkegaard’s terminology that makes him a founding figure, for he gave a new valence to a set of notions that were determinative for existentialism, including the variously translated Angest (rendered in English as angst, anxiety, anguish, or dread). But perhaps even more basic for the development of Existenz-philosophie was Kierkegaard’s revalorization of the term “Existenz” itself, especially in his Concluding Unscientific Postscript. Kierkegaard used the term to protest against Hegel’s encompassing Geistphilosophie, a comprehensive philosophical idealism “in which the individual disappeared like a wave in the sea. He [Kierkegaard] introduced existence as a specifically religious category, meaning by it the single, finite, responsible, simple, suffering and guilty creature, who has to make a decision in the face of God and who consequently is more interested in ethical questions and in salvation than in abstract speculations.”15

Dostoevsky, in his turn, provided brooding novelistic jabs at liberalism and socialism; tirades against the prevailing Victorian ethos that underpinned the nineteenth-century bourgeoisie; rants on rationalism and reductionist scientism; and, perhaps most profoundly, reflections on the problem of theodicy. In contrast to both Kierkegaard and Dostoevsky, Friedrich Nietzsche, the third major nineteenth-century precursor of existentialism, boldly declared that “God is dead.” Nietzsche went on to tackle the nihilist repercussions that stemmed from this declaration, radically rejecting the ramparts of religion and the absolutes of any metaphysical or epistemological system. 

Edmund Husserl, the father of modern phenomenology, was certainly no existentialist, but in the early twentieth century he enjoined philosophers to return “back to the things themselves.” This was a call to reflect on how phenomena are experienced by consciousness removed from the commonsensical and scientific understanding of them to something more primordial: how they appear to us in consciousness as a result of human intentionality. This entreaty had a profound impact on existentialism, which from Kierkegaard forward was critical of abstracting philosophy from the concrete concerns of human existence. 

Karl Jaspers, who left the normalizing confines of modern psychiatry, pushed his readers to examine life from the viewpoint of “limit situations” that involve suffering, struggle, guilt, and death. In these extreme circumstances, Jaspers claimed, individuals are pressed against the social conventions that encase them and forced to decide anew on the existential issues that define their lives. Following Jaspers, Heidegger’s Being and Time (1927) introduced a technical vocabulary that sought a new way to formulate existential concerns within the philosophical tradition, introducing or reconsidering concepts (several of which are difficult to render in translation) like Dasein (human existence), Mitsein (Being-with-others), temporality, Being-in-the-world, Being-toward-death, and authenticity and inauthenticity. On the French side of the Rhine, a key term picked up by Camus from Kierkegaard was the notion of the absurd. For Camus it indicated the irreconcilability between our desire for rationality and order and the maddening contingency of how things actually unfold in the world. Sartre, too, coined a number of concepts that expressed a set of ideas that other existentialists have pursued. These concepts include nausea, the visceral sense of the world’s haphazard nature; bad faith, or lying to yourself by refusing to assume responsibility for your freedom; and, as alluded to previously, a social ontology predicated on the gaze of others. 

These are some examples of what became a common vocabulary. Part of the history that we reconstruct in Situating Existentialism is how these terms or insights were shared and understood across a variety of otherwise quite different thinkers. As succinctly stated by William Barrett, whose Irrational Man helped introduce existentialism to America, what existentialists held in common were “such matters as anxiety, death, the conflict between the bogus and the genuine self, the faceless man of the masses, [and] the experience of the death of God.”16 In short, existentialists addressed the most fundamental concerns of human existence: suffering, loneliness, dread, guilt, conflict, spiritual emptiness, the absence of absolute values or universals, the fallibility of human reason, and the tragic impasses of the human condition. 

This shared terminology and set of themes cohered into points that queried the grounds of modern philosophy. When so much in modern thought seemed sterile and removed from ultimate issues, existentialists asked us to consider again an array of searching problems: Who am I? What is my purpose in existing? What does human existence mean? How should I live? How should I relate to others? Is there a God? Is there a relation between God’s existence (or not) and how one lives? Why is there evil in the world? These are questions that can unsettle individuals to the core of their being, awaken them from the somnambulism of their lives, and direct us all to assume responsibility to create meaning from our situation in the world. 

In responding to these questions, it is often claimed that existentialists begin with individualism: the solitary person living in the world. But this is untrue. Existentialism is plainly critical of Leibniz’s monads or liberalism’s abstract individual defined by universals (whether reason or rights) or romanticism’s solitary subject seeking connection with a greater whole. It would be more accurate to say that existentialism starts with the problem of subjectivity: the question of human nature and the critical examination of how selfhood is constructed. 

What existentialists came to share in common, Sartre famously averred, was that “existence precedes essence.” This has emerged as the bumper sticker for existentialism, and with good reason. By this, Sartre meant that the choices we make in the situations in which we find ourselves (where we are never alone) determine our essence. In other words, humans are not born with a pre-scripted personality or a preordained purpose or plan or a prefabricated essence conferred by God or nature or history. Instead, it is our actions that define our identity, and it is our values that inform our acts. Human beings are like artists who creatively fashion the projects that constitute the meanings of their existence. This is true even for religious existentialists like Nicolas Berdyaev, who provided an existential twist on Genesis 1:27. Berdyaev maintained, as would other religious existentialists, that if God created human beings in Her own image, then humans are creative entities like God and thus endowed by their creator with the capacity to choose their path in life. 

The Archimedean point for existentialism is thus the question, “Who am I?” In order to reply, we must first reject the predigested mores, rules, orders, and routines of the modern world, all of which divert our focus from making purposeful choices. Pursuing this thought in his Journal, Kierkegaard wrote: 

What I really need is to get clear about what I must do, not what I must know, except insofar as knowledge must precede every act. What matters is to find a purpose . . . the crucial thing is to find a truth which is truth for me, to find the idea for which I am willing to live and die. Of what use would it be to me to discover a so-called objective truth . . . constructing a world I did not live in but merely held up for others to see . . . if it had no deeper meaning for me and for my life?17 

At twenty-three, Kierkegaard was asking the pivotal question: What should I do with my life, and how can it be purpose driven? In doing so, he shared with unbelievers and atheistic existentialists the assumption of individual responsibility for “becoming what I am.” 

If this assumption is valid, then it immediately poses the question of what criteria govern what choices we ought to make. As we have already suggested, matters are murky here. Existentialists had no agreement on the solutions, but the whole assemblage of voices in the existential canon questioned the metaphysical underpinnings of ethics. Even so, they sought to establish an axiology, the study of values. And all of the existentialists were concerned about the problem of nihilism: they wondered whether the transformations that structured the modern world had eviscerated the sacred, and paved over the terra mundi, so that meaning and valuation were at best relative and at worst groundless. 

When they approached these concerns, existentialists did so in a new style. They were not driven to establish valid proofs or to systematize their convictions. Instead they sought to cultivate a clearing in life where posing these vital concerns came to the fore. Each reflected on how he or she could write in a way that would force readers to reevaluate staid convictions and spent solutions. George Pattison has itemized some of their differing modes of expression. These include “Kierkegaard’s own indirect communication, Dostoevsky’s dialogical art, Bultmann’s concern for a demythologized kerygma, Tillich’s doctrine of symbolism and his promotion of the visual arts, Berdyaev’s insistence on the aphoristic nature of philosophy, Buber’s retelling of Hasidic tales, Unamuno’s paradoxical prose and Marcel’s plays.”18 These were some of the stylistic signatures of thinkers whose desire was to spur their readers from complacency to comprehension. 

Doing so involved “philosophizing with a hammer,” as Nietzsche put it.19 What were to be smashed were the new idols worshipped by modern thought: most emphatically unbridled rationalism and its twin, the idol of progress. When Francis Bacon declared “knowledge is power” as the mantra of modernity, he did so as the herald of a new scientific method, believing it would lead to domination over nature and constant improvement of the human lot. Yet even though the natural and human sciences have led to vast collections of data about all aspects of life, the result has not been coherence, comprehension, and certainty so much as confusion, malaise, and perhaps a technical sophistry by which we seek to stave off the piercing predicaments faced in the night’s sleepless hours. Kierkegaard taught that, from the vantage point of existential concerns, “truth is subjectivity,” and “all essential knowledge relates to existence, or only such knowledge as has an essential relationship to existence is essential knowledge.”20 

The progress stemming from political attempts at human liberation has led to greater independence but no less often to terror committed in the name of revolutionary violence, as Camus diagnosed in The Rebel.21 Even when turning from totalitarian regimes (which were Camus’s target) to the promises of liberalism and the neoliberal world order, we see that individuals today are more often mired in bureaucracy and commercialism than empowered by self-sufficiency and self-fulfillment. As Pattison notes, existentialists thus “questioned the view that the satisfaction of material needs and comforts and the fulfillment of political hopes, whether nationalistic or class based, could satisfy the human question for meaning.”22 Indeed, the tenor of the existentialists has been to refuse prevailing models of social and political change while holding firmly to what Camus called “rebellion.” The existential tendency has been to celebrate the rebel without a utopian belief in final solutions or the end of history and to waylay any politics of power that fails to recognize human frailty. 

So while existentialists offer no consistent creed, code, or common program, they do share a lingo tied to a set of modern problems: the question of subjectivity, how to forge a postmetaphysical ethics, how to ground truth in differing perspectives, how to theorize in ways that are not reducible to a constricting logic or mode of rationality, how to establish social systems that do not lead to crushing conformity or homogenizing uniformity, and how to communicate this in a way that speaks to others so that they pick up the hammer and begin to smash those elements that are stultifying their own lives. 

These themes, relentlessly pursued by those we have come to call existentialists, continue to have relevance for those who desire to break from the soul-constricting numbness of social norms and for those who are sickened by identifying worth with wealth or success with jobs, which are usually the iron cages of our bourgeois zoo. These concerns still resonate for those of us in search of individuality in a society saturated by mass media, for those of us ready to assume responsibility for a world where genocide and racism continue after Auschwitz and apartheid, for those of us who rebel against the absurdity of a world in which a few hundred of the richest people have more wealth than half of humanity. These concerns still speak to those of us in search of something transcendent after Darwin, after industrialization, and after the reduction of meaning to television sound bites and the diminution of communication to text messages. In short, existentialism remains germane because our very humanity, as Heidegger suggested, is such that humans are the beings that continue to ask: What is the meaning of my existence? 

Existentialism Is a Modernism 

What “defined” existentialism, then, was less a shared school of thought than a shared situation. This situation was both discursive and material: dependent on a set of conversations about changes in the modern world. Summarily but not simply, it was a response to the atmosphere captured in T. S. Eliot’s famous poem “The Waste Land.” Like Eliot, existentialists asked: “What are the roots that clutch, what branches grow / Out of this stony rubbish? Son of man, You cannot say, or guess, for you know only / A heap of broken images.”23 The broken world to which existentialism gave expression was the feeling that those who had lived through two world wars, totalitarianism, the Holocaust, and the atomic bomb felt in their bones: that traditional systems of thought and politics had crumbled in the trenches or the gas chambers or the mushroom cloud over Hiroshima. Existentialism was a quixotic howl in the night—about the extreme situations of modernity—that might yet open the ears of those who listened and yearned for a more humane existence. 

In saying this we can clarify some terms that help to explain the situation that existentialists spoke about. The modern world was shaped by the axial shift that followed in the wake of Columbus. The processes of modernization that followed from and buttressed this shift—the growth of the nation-state, urbanization, science as the primary mode of producing and legitimizing knowledge, secularization, and the bureaucratization of individual life—transformed modern existence. These changes were impelled by technological renovations based on the steam engine, which forever altered what people do, where they work, how they labor, who reaps the benefits, and how families are ordered. Harnessed to rail and then ships and airplanes, the steam engine brought about a revolution in transportation that shrank the planet and created the mechanical clock as the modern taskmaster that presides over every minute of our lives.24 Harnessed to modes of communication, the steam engine ushered in a mass-media revolution that created global megaphones: the rise of the mass press (itself made possible by the cable wire, the telephone, and the camera) followed by film, radio, television, and, today, the Internet and wireless communications. 

Modernity was the ontological outcome of these forces: the state of being that defined existence in the modern age. And the moderns were the artists and writers who expressed this new zeitgeist. The moderns forged modernism, which comprised the artistic movements in literature, architecture, visual art, and other cultural forms that responded to the processes of modernization. What these art forms shared was an assault on the mimetic model of representation that had characterized the West since the Renaissance—a model claiming that art ought to represent nature, that knowledge was a reflection of the laws of nature, and that aesthetic forms should strive for the harmony ostensibly found in nature. However, Einstein’s theory of relativity and Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle questioned the Newtonian view of nature on which that model was based. 

Yet even before this new scientific picture of reality emerged, modernists were rejecting the objective certainty of nature. Freud and psychoanalysis critiqued the unity of consciousness, and the new discipline of sociology doubted the integration of modern society. All insisted on a multiplicity of frames of reference. Modernism suggested that reality could not be easily separated from its fictive construction and that modern identity was certainly not ontologically stable. Art forms, the moderns maintained, were a product of fictive habits whose formulas were outdated. Old structures and old themes needed to be overturned. Piece by piece, in every artistic field, every element of the old model gave way: “narrative, character, melody, tonality, structural continuity, thematic relation, form, content, meaning, purpose”—all were questioned and rethought.25 The different forms of modernism turned away from the external world to represent the modern psyche and often to reflect on the process of perception, representation, and its structures. The solidity of naturalism and realism in the arts consequently yielded to cubism, surrealism, and abstract expressionism. In the novel, the omniscient narrator gave way to the shifting viewpoints of multiple characters whose perspectives were as fractured as their streams of consciousness. Truth was a matter of conventions, reality ungraspable, and subjectivity malleable. 

Existentialists were a disunified group of moderns who were nonetheless kindred spirits in the endeavor to kindle a light in what Hannah Arendt termed the “dark times” of modernity.26 Existentialists became a major cultural force among the intellectual vanguard in the era of the two world wars, which W. H. Auden famously dubbed the “Age of Anxiety.”27 In the wake of Auschwitz and Hiroshima and in the long shadow of King Leopold’s ghost, existentialism—modernism’s philosophical discourse (even when this philosophy was advanced by literary, theatrical, or other art forms)—became among the most visible of the postwar cultural movements as the Iron Curtain descended. The Cold War was an epoch dominated by two power blocs and a binary system of thinking, dividing the world into absolutes between us and them, good and evil, freedom and tyranny. It was also a period during which the concrete of the German economic miracle and les trentes glorieuses, the thirty years of unparalleled economic growth in Europe following the Nuremberg Trials, covered over the ashes of the crematoria and the ruins of the atomic bomb. 

Existentialists—as did modernists in philosophy, literature, and theater—railed against burying our humanity beneath this dust cloud. French, Hispanic, African American, Jewish, and Christian existentialists were often dissonant voices in the midst of the freedom struggles of the colonized, women, homosexuals, and other outsiders that Ralph Ellison termed “invisible men.”28 Existentialism thus limned modernity and exposed its hollowness, revealing that it rested on a void. In reflecting on this nothingness, existentialists pulled up the anchors that ostensibly undergirded the European culture of high modernity. 

As a label for a set of tendencies found in the modern writers discussed so far, “existentialism” arrived as a global cultural phenomenon in October 1945 following Sartre’s famous lecture titled Existentialism Is a Humanism. Simone de Beauvoir recounted the moment: 

The origin of the term was contingent and capricious. It was in fact Gabriel Marcel who first applied the term to Sartre, in the course of a discussion with a group of Dominicans at Le Cerf. At the time Sartre rejected this definition of himself saying that he was indeed a philosopher of existence but that “Existentialism” did not mean anything. But subsequently, Sartre and I, and his followers, were described as being Existentialists so often that we stopped objecting to this definition of ourselves. Finally we even agreed to define ourselves as such. And just after the war ended Sartre gave a lecture which he entitled “Is Existentialism a Humanism?” which shows how completely he had adopted this definition himself by then.29 

Sartre’s lecture and its subsequent publication came to define existentialism as it burst onto the world stage. The talk wove together the names of a set of thinkers whose work was now repackaged as existentialism, a postwar cultural fashion. Along with Sartre’s lecture, Camus’s The Myth of Sisyphus was also much discussed and likewise carved out a legacy of precursors. In 1947, the best-selling book by the Catholic personalist Emmanuel Mounier, Introduction aux existentialismes, marked the construction of an existentialist canon. Mounier even offered a diagram of the existentialist “family tree” that shows how Socrates, St. Augustine, and the Stoics were harbingers of existentialism (see figure I.1). 

The Gallic version of existentialism thus stamped its seal of approval on the systemization of the collection of texts, figures, themes, concepts, and contexts that defined existentialism. But a German story about what was called Existenzphilosophie had already been produced by Fritz Heinemann in a 1929 book titled Neue Wege der Philosophie: Geist/Leben/Existenz: Eine Einführung in die Philsophie der Gegenwart (New paths of philosophy: Spirit/life/existence: An introduction to contemporary philosophy).30 Heinemann argued that the philosophies of spirit (the Geistphilosophien of Hegelianism) and Lebensphilosophie (from the tradition of German romanticism, including Herder, Hamann, and Jacobi) were ceding place in contemporary thought to Existenzphilosophie, a term he coined to describe the approach of Jaspers and Heidegger and that would also be applied to the work of Buber and Franz Rosenzweig.31 
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FIGURE I.1 The Existentialist Tree. Reproduced from Emmanuel Mounier, Introduction aux existentialismes, © 1960 Éditions Denoël. Reproduced by permission. 

Heinemann’s book was not widely read, but his term and the interpretation of how the currents in modern German thought led to the development of Existenzphilosophie stuck. In the 1930s, Heinemann (who was Jewish) left Germany for Great Britain, where he continued to explain this new brand of philosophy. Eventually, his Existentialism and the Modern Predicament (1958) would be a widely read introduction in English. Heinemann maintained that Heidegger’s existential phenomenology was strongly influenced by Kierkegaard and was the basis for Heidegger’s critique of Husserl’s phenomenology. A decade after Heinemann, Jaspers—who had already written much in this vein and had also produced individual works on Kierkegaard and Nietzsche—published a book of lectures simply titled Existenzphilosophie (1938).32 These lectures captured aspects of Existenzphilosophie that were remixed with a French accent before World War II, integrating splices of Spanish and Russian thought as existentialism migrated to and from Paris and across the globe. Summing up the construction of existentialism as an “ism,” Walter Kaufmann wrote: “After the arrival of Sartre, a number of other writers who had not called themselves existentialists or been so labeled before 1945 became identified with this label and triumphed in hoc signo.”33 

Situating Existentialism 

In spite of the preceding reconstruction of how existentialism was constituted, Situating Existentialism does not proceed as a linear, chronological review of existentialism from a retrospective viewpoint. This is not a work in which you will find a neat lineup that links one existentialist thinker to the next. Nor is it a book in which we discuss individual philosophers who communicated only with one another. In none of the chapters do individual master thinkers stand for a whole generation or a type of approach, as one might find in the Cambridge companion series devoted to major movements of thought. Instead, each chapter explores the key existentialists by situating their positions (socially, politically, culturally, and philosophically) and examines how peers responded to them. The discussion is framed within the context provided by the book’s three parts (national, religious, and migratory). It is precisely by situating existentialism in this way that each chapter can also discuss how existentialism still speaks to us today. 

The three parts of this volume form a triptych. Part 1 includes essays that consider the (trans)national frameworks for the development of existentialism, for it was often a national situation that circumscribed the contours of the conversations that encapsulated existentialism. Part 2 considers religion and existentialism; it includes chapters on Christians, Jews, and nonbelievers. Part 3 examines the national and religious borderlines that were crossed as existentialism was consolidated and canonized. 

It is important to bear the chapter template in mind while reading this book. Every chapter opens with a classic text in the existential canon that we suggest be read in tandem with the chapters: Dostoevsky’s Notes from Underground (chapter 1), Heidegger’s What Is Metaphysics? (chapter 2), Sartre’s Existentialism Is a Humanism (chapter 3), Norman Mailer’s “The White Negro” (chapter 4), Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot (chapter 5), Miguel de Unamuno’s The Tragic Sense of Life (chapter 6), Kierkegaard’s Fear and Trembling (chapter 7), Buber’s I and Thou (chapter 8), Camus’s The Myth of Sisyphus (chapter 9), Kierkegaard’s The Concept of Anxiety (chapter 10), Nietzsche’s riff on “the death of God” in The Gay Science (chapter 11), Frantz Fanon’s “The Lived Experience of the Black Man” in Black Skin, White Masks (chapter 12), de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex (chapter 13), and Heidegger’s “Letter on Humanism” (chapter 14). 

Each contributor provides a fresh reading of these texts. They do so not only by viewing them as solitary works but also by setting them in the context they inhabited. This contextualization deepens our understanding of the flash points that established the history of existentialism, the production of some of its pivotal texts, and the subsequent reception of these ideas. 

However, the chapters also go beyond this exercise in intellectual history to explore a set of philosophical questions. The nature of the human subject and the problem of theodicy are taken up in Val Vinokur’s exploration of Dostoevsky’s role in Russian existentialism. Peter Gordon suggests that metaphysics persists within existentialism’s critique of essentialism, if the case of Heidegger is illustrative. In my reconsideration of the Christian existentialist challenge to Sartre and the Paris school, I discuss how Christian thinkers depicted as fallow the functionalist understanding of the relation to the other that Sartre articulated. George Cotkin examines how American intellectuals critiqued the narrowness of the Protestant ethic and the spirit of capitalism in their existentially tinged works, often while denying their allegiance to a European tradition that was ostensibly being surpassed by the rising American superpower. Martin Woessner reflects upon how existentialism challenged the dry academicism of the analytic tradition’s emphasis on logic and positivism. Eduardo Mendieta excavates from Cervantes’s Don Quixote a set of philosophical claims from which all philosophical modernisms could be elaborated in creative and powerful ways as an expression of being Hispanic and Latino in a world made by Columbus and remade by decolonization. Pattison’s overview of Christian existentialism proceeds by tracing how a number of thinkers take on the troubling theme of “the exception,” which is entailed by Kierkegaard’s argument concerning the “teleological suspension of the ethical.” For Paul Mendes-Flohr, Jewish existentialism is an alternative tradition within existentialism because its focus on dialogue opens a trajectory of thought that is markedly different from the mainstream of Western philosophy. Samuel Moyn explicitly raises the issue of canonization and how it intersects with the problem of secularization. Charles Bambach, in his comments on the tradition of interpreting Nietzsche, argues that Nietzsche ought to be understood as a central pivot for the reconsideration of Western thought more generally, as claimed by Karl Löwith, Jaspers, and Heidegger. Robert Bernasconi’s reading of Fanon in dialogue with Sartre reveals that, although Fanon appreciated the critical project of the negritude writers, he ultimately explored an existential methodology that made his influential philosophy of race a novel approach to the shifting structures of racism in a post-Holocaust and postcolonial world. Debra Bergoffen provocatively claims that de Beauvoir’s Second Sex still speaks to us today not only as an analysis of patriarchy but also because it is grounded in the categories and claims of The Ethics of Ambiguity about the need to confront evil, which continue to provide insight into a host of contemporary issues (only one of which is gender oppression). Finally, Ethan Kleinberg’s overview of the three traditions of reading Heidegger in postwar France indicates why Levinas’s approach transcended both the existentialist and the antihumanist interpretation of Heidegger, offering simultaneously a critique of Western metaphysics and the opening to ethics that has preoccupied so many of the late Continental thinkers of note. Thus, as Jaspers suggests in this chapter’s epigraph, each of the following chapters first situates existentialism and then, from this situation, philosophizes. 

Before turning to a summary of the contents, a last point worth mentioning is that, although Situating Existentialism is addressed to those just beginning to explore existentialism, it seeks also to push the scholarly discussion forward. We hope that the result will challenge readers regardless of their familiarity with existentialism. Readers who have never been exposed to these ideas ought to find themselves tested: awakened to the possibility of ways of thinking that call into question what they take for granted—as natural, true, God-given, or essential to the order of things—by encountering a set of clear expositions of complex philosophical works. But each chapter also seeks to reconsider the interpretation of these foundational works of existentialism by reading them in dialogue within the wider tradition they share, whose full contours are less appreciated today than before. 

Part 1 is composed as a set of national contexts in which existentialism emerged as a centerpiece of cultural exchange. In each case it turns out that ideas, thinkers, themes, books, and eventually a shared vocabulary crossed borders and migrated in different directions that cannot be mapped to neat geographical boundaries. Existentialism was nomadic and exilic, and existential insights spurred new conversations in new settings. Existentialism was thus transnational. That being said, nation-states were a determining influence on the cultural map of European modernity, and this was also the case for existentialism. Interlocutors often shared a language and institutional zones of contact (publishers, journals, universities, conversational circles, cafés, bars) as well as generational frameworks of understanding. These frameworks are considered in the opening part of Situating Existentialism. 

Val Vinokur mulls over certain themes among the Russian novelists Dostoevsky and Tolstoy and how these themes were picked up by later epigones of Russian existentialism writing in France. Focusing on Fyodor Dostoevsky’s Notes from Underground and The Brothers Karamazov and Leo Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina, Vinokur unpacks how these Russian writers portrayed the cleaving of consciousness, so important to later existentialist thinkers, and raised questions about the meaning of life by dwelling on the issue of theodicy: how to sustain belief in God given the merciless evil that one encounters in the world. These themes are explored in terms of how they are woven into the work of Lev Shestov and Berdyaev as well as that of Camus, Sartre, and Levinas. 

Vinokur draws our attention to the architectural metaphors in Notes from Underground to show that this was the trope that Dostoevsky repeatedly employed to elucidate the questions that the underground man wanted to provoke. In a searing and sardonic rip on the values of Western culture, Dostoevsky’s character spits on the smarminess of the bourgeoisie and their Victorian verities. For the underground man, these are the vices of a consciousness unaware of how conformity leads to the deformation of character. Vinokur takes us on an architectural tour of the underside of consciousness, as characterized by Dostoevsky, in the name of a more profound examination of the life worth living. 

Dostoevsky’s and Tolstoy’s characters, Vinokur reveals, come to see how life can be valued after witnessing situations where children are the victims of the brute forces of nature or of brutal treatment by men. Thus Vinokur weaves together insights on how the theme of the torn subject is connected to a schism between the positions of Ivan and Alyosha in The Brothers Karamazov and between the skeptic about religion and the naïve believer—a typology Berdyaev referred to as the split between nihilists and apocalypsists. Vinokur’s reading is a powerful antidote to cavalier dismissals of either side, and it demonstrates why this schism spoke to the existentialist readers of Dostoevsky and Tolstoy. 

In Germany, existentialism cohered not so much from the overlap between philosophy and literature but in dialogue with the sociology of modernity and modern psychology. In elucidating this trajectory, Peter Gordon’s chapter zeroes in on Heidegger’s inaugural lecture (“What Is Metaphysics?”) at the University of Marburg in order to illuminate his audacious challenge to the prevailing neo-Kantianism of academic philosophy. Yet Heidegger’s critique did not stop there, for he threw down a philosophical gauntlet to the dominance of science more generally and, by extension, to the instrumental rationality that he insisted was at the root of disenchantment within modernity. In establishing the precursor for this position, Gordon returns us to another seminal university lecture, “Science As a Vocation,” which was delivered in Munich by Max Weber in 1918. 

Weber sought to convey to those university students who came to hear his talk, many of them veterans of the bloody World War I trenches, that science “is a ‘vocation’ organized in special disciplines in the service of self-clarification and knowledge of interrelated facts. It is not the gift of grace of seers and prophets dispensing sacred values and revelations, nor does it partake of the contemplation of sages and philosophers about the meaning of the universe.”34 Weber was suggesting to those who heard the call of science that it demanded a certain stoical ethos, a renunciation of revelation and transcendence because the “iron cage” of modernity was ineluctable. 

In Gordon’s telling, much hinges on this famous Weberian phrase. Jaspers would pick it up and convert it to the cause of his properly existential formulations, translating Weber’s sociological observations into psychological terms that became the heartbeat of his Existenzphilosophie. In turn, Heidegger would take up Jaspers’s project, recognizing it as a new beginning for philosophy but also criticizing it for not going far enough.35 Gordon shows that the theory of anxiety—the centerpiece of Heidegger’s existential project in Being and Time—was “a radicalized and ontologized re-working of the psychological idea of the ‘limit-situation’ that Heidegger borrowed from Jaspers.”

In reconstructing this pedigree, Gordon turns the tables on Heidegger by suggesting that, far from overcoming metaphysics, Heidegger remained entangled with it: he not only ascribes a certain essence to being human (as revealed in anxiety) but also reintroduces the transcendental subject as the core of that essence. Along the way, we learn much about the German legacy of Existenzphilosophie as a response to the stultifying strictures of modernity and about the quest to find an opening in thought that would allow the reclamation of authenticity in a cookie-cutter world. 

Although Jaspers and Heidegger were its two German master thinkers, Paris became the epicenter of existentialism in the postwar period. The thinkers of the Paris school of existentialists were the seismographers of an earthquake in Western thought. I map this tectonic shift from its locus classicus, Sartre’s statement in Existentialism Is a Humanism. More than any others, that text and Camus’s The Myth of Sisyphus established the existential canon. Here were sewn together the names of Kierkegaard and Dostoevsky as well as the ideas of Nietzsche, Jaspers, and Heidegger—all in an idiom that echoed across the cultural landscape and that was exported from Paris around the world. 

The aftershocks of this movement were evident in the Marxist and Catholic camps, whose members were Sartre’s intellectual rivals. When they were not simply polemicizing against existentialism in scatological terms, Marxists tried to dismiss it as another form of bourgeois false consciousness. On the other hand, in perhaps the most underappreciated bit in the history of French existentialism, Catholics (who were already rethinking the Christian tradition while borrowing from the existential lexicon) posed powerful challenges to Sartre and, by extension, to Camus, de Beauvoir, and Maurice Merleau-Ponty. 

In newspaper articles, radio shows, and even film scripts—but most successfully in their plays, their novels, and their joint journal (Les temps modernes, which became the leading Left periodical)—the Paris school of existentialism came to define the intellectual debate of a generation. The chapter closes by tracing the lineage within French thought that was a precursor of the postwar generation’s discussions of subjectivity, freedom, morality, and the purpose of human existence. I thus sketch the antecedents and interlocutors among a clutch of writers and artists—the Paris school of existentialism—whose work came to characterize the most audacious and challenging claims of existentialism in the postwar period. 

The shock waves of existentialism emanated far beyond the shores of the Seine. Across the Atlantic, reports about existentialism appeared in such leading American magazines and journals as Vogue and Harper’s Bazaar and Partisan Review. Yet because it was rooted in American experience, the cultural mix that came to define existentialism in America was different from its French counterpart. Indeed, George Cotkin maintains that there were three periods of existential musing in America. Going back to the Colonial Period and through World War I, writers like Jonathan Edwards, Edgar Allan Poe, Herman Melville, and William James reflected on the “drizzly November” of the American soul. The Great War was also a watershed moment for the appreciation first of Nietzsche and then of Kierkegaard, whose works washed ashore as major intellectual influences in the early twentieth century. 

It was the post-Hiroshima period that saw the flourishing of existentially inflected writing in America. Cotkin explores this dynamic in Norman Mailer’s “The White Negro” as a window into the broader landscape. In the essay, Mailer emphasized that the American existentialist came onto the scene after Hiroshima and Auschwitz, when everyone should already have internalized the threat of instant mass death but when few were cognizant of the “slow death of conformity” in postwar America. For Mailer, as for the Beat poets, an idealized version of the black hipster was the antidote to the stifling rigidity of burgeoning suburban conventionality. Existentialism in American literature was evident not only in writers like Mailer, Allan Ginsberg, and Jack Kerouac but also in the work of groundbreaking African American novelists like Richard Wright, Ralph Ellison, and James Baldwin. 

In the American philosophical academy, however, existentialism was still an underground tradition. It raided the hallways of the dominant analytic tradition, making way for Barrett and for women like Grene and Hazel Barnes, each of whom became translators and systematizers of existentialism. They mixed American pragmatism with a meliorist sensibility that still insisted upon taking responsibility for the pressing moral and political questions Americans faced as the new dominant power in the Western world. Beyond the academy, the blossoming feminist movement (led by figures such as Betty Friedan) learned much from the likes of de Beauvoir about the structural and existential forces that conditioned women to accept their role as “the second sex,” and it encouraged women to remake their condition along more egalitarian lines. Existential psychoanalysis would also take hold; its jumping-off point was the work of Rollo May and Irvin Yallom. In addition, both Christian and Jewish theologians—especially in the work of Reinhold Niebuhr, Robert McAfee Brown, and Will Herberg—would transmit existential themes and the notable players to a new generation. By the 1960s, an existentially informed lexis was intrinsic to the student movement that assailed the American establishment from the barricades of antiwar activism, ultimately informing the counterculture and eventually pop culture itself. Such icons as Woody Allen might claim to have no direct relationship to existentialism, but his films are replete with dialogue based on the pages of Kierkegaard and Sartre. 

Existentialism never had quite the same attraction in England as in America. “Angst Across the Channel,” as Martin Woessner titles his chapter on existentialism in Great Britain, was greeted as much with bemusement as with serious deliberation. So the sensation of the London debut of Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot is a perfect port of entry for Woessner’s overview. Beckett’s play would become the most famous link between existentialism and the theater of the absurd. It was an enduring staging of the encounter with nothing, the void in a meaningless universe that appears to be abandoned by God-ot. Beckett’s protagonists tramp along nonetheless in the struggle to make meaning. The characters were snipped from vaudevillian types, and their dialogue ultimately goes nowhere but still manages to provide glosses on death, language, God, and providence. Beckett thus seamlessly merged the droll with the profound. 

In more formal terms, Woessner explains, existentialism was introduced to British philosophers by two German Jewish émigrés, Werner Brock and Heinemann. Restoring these forgotten cultural translators to the historical record helps us understand the transmission of the German philosophers of life and Existenz to the island off the continent, which thereby challenged the dominant analytic trends of logical positivism and empiricism. Outside the academy, however, it was the novelist and philosopher Iris Murdoch who popularized existentialism by introducing Sartre and the themes of the Paris school to British readers. Colin Wilson, along with the novelists and playwrights dubbed the Angry Young Men, rode this short-lived tide of enthusiasm. Their thematization of the alienated outsiders of British society would be picked up by R. D. Laing, who emerged as a countercultural icon by the mid-1960s after welding the existential critique of alienation to the powerful insights of the antipsychiatry movement. In tracing this impact, Woessner reveals that existentialism was given a robust sounding in ways that would affect British writers to the present day. 

Eduardo Mendieta’s chapter on existentialism in the Spanish tongue reveals a significantly longer, more robust, and influential tradition of existentialism than ever existed in English. In many respects, Hispanic and Latin American existentialism preceded the work of even the French and German existential tradition. The key source text for Hispanic and Latin American existentialists, Mendieta argues, was Miguel de Cervantes’s Don Quixote. This is because El Quixote embodied four key philosophemes that made it a spur to the modern novel tout court and by extension to key themes that existentialists writing in Spanish would explore: a reflection on liberty and specifically the freedom to fashion the self; a consideration of the power of personal narrative to make and recreate the world (for what are we, after all, but the stories we tell about ourselves?); the establishment in El Quixote of the paradigm for what the Spanish philosopher Julián Marías called “the existentialist novel,” or “the type of novel in which we are not given characters or archetypes, but in which the personhood” of the characters are traced on the basis of the projects they undertake; and Don Quixote’s capturing of the limits of reason—the duplicity of revealed or enlightened truth in the face of the world’s absurdity. 

With such perspicacity, Cervantes’s Don Quixote anticipated Spanish existentialism and was a constant source for its leading expositors. Miguel de Unamuno offered its first philosophical articulation, most famously in The Tragic Sense of Life in Men and Nations (1912). Unamuno had few direct followers, but José Ortega y Gasset (the leading figure of the so-called School of Madrid) was the inspiration for Spanish and Latin American philosophers who followed in his wake. Before Heidegger and Sartre, he had formulated a set of existential axioms that influenced his disciples. Summarizing his insights, Ortega y Gasset concluded that “we find that life is always personal, circumstantial, untransferable, and responsible.” By this he meant that, like the deeds of Don Quixote, life is a quest that is uniquely personal and undertaken in specific circumstances that are a check on freedom—which nonetheless is absolute, making our life a que hacer (a doing) that we alone are responsible for undertaking. 

Following these inroads, existentialism was articulated in Spain earlier than elsewhere and hence also was sooner integrated and superseded. As Latin American philosophy and literature came into its own, existential and phenomenological insights were fused to hermeneutics alongside such indigenous traditions as liberation philosophy and magical realism. For this rich mixture, still largely unknown and underexplored, Mendieta provides the map. 

Part 2 of the book turns from transnational frames to the issue of religion in the modern world. Religious existentialists are thoroughly marginalized by most treatments of existentialism per se, or they are treated in isolation as if they were of interest only to the religiously inclined. But religion proves to be a central pulse of existentialism—and not only for Kierkegaard, who is included in every existentialist’s pantheon. What distinguished religious existentialists from their liberal and conservative or orthodox religious counterparts was that, instead of ignoring the profound challenges to faith already evident by the nineteenth century, existentialists took them as starting blocks. The scientific revolution and the Enlightenment provided a basis for the rational critique of religion that made belief in revealed truth unconvincing or even unintelligible. Coupled with capitalism, the material world and the materialism of science became the new idols. In this context, institutionalized forms of religion were often bunkers of comfort and solace that insulated believers from the troubling questions of human existence. 

Religious existentialists argued that faith in such a world was and ought to be scandalous. Christianity, claimed Kierkegaard, demands that the Christian become a “witness to the truth,” someone whose life “is unacquainted with everything which is called enjoyment . . . experiencing inward conflicts . . . fear and trembling . . . trepidation . . . anguish of soul . . . agony of spirit.”36 Faith is not belief in the objective certainty of God. Quite to the contrary, wrote Kierkegaard, “faith is . . . the contradiction between inwardness’s infinite passion and the objective uncertainty. If I can grasp God objectively, I do not have faith.”37 Faith in the modern world means to live in “objective uncertainty.” This is the paradox of not only Christian but also Jewish existentialism. 

Pattison charts the Christian lineage beginning from the profound issues raised by Kierkegaard’s Fear and Trembling. He focuses specifically on how Kierkegaard treated the problem of “the exception” to systems of universal ethics in his discussion of Abraham’s response to God’s call to sacrifice his son as a sign of faith. In doing so, Kierkegaard raised a nested set of dilemmas that were later taken up by Dostoevsky and Nietzsche. Thus the nineteenth century formed the backdrop for a Christian existential theology that Pattison explores most closely in the work of Paul Tillich and Berdyaev, showing that this nexus of concerns set the stage on which Christian theorists explored the possibility of faith in a world where God is invisible or absent. 

In such an absurd world, a “leap of faith” was required of Christian existentialists writing after Kierkegaard. For Jewish existentialists, in contrast, the pursuit of a dialogic relationship with the transcendent other (both human and divine) was the way to reorient thinking in the direction of fundamental questions. Both Buber and Rosenzweig rejected theological and philosophical speculation on timeless, universal essences in favor of the truths that emerge from the acts between subjects in a relationship. Paul Mendes-Flohr charts this “new thinking,” as Rosenzweig termed it, which emerged from consideration of Buber’s emphasis on the I–Thou (Ich und Du) encounter. 

For Buber and Rosenzweig, this “new thinking” correlated with the biblical encounter with God, which always amounted to a specific relationship involving individuals. “The Hebrew Bible,” Mendes-Flohr explains, “presents God—the Eternal One—not as an object of rational reflection but as an independent subject, the ‘I am,’ as a partner in dialogue. God addresses us in our individual, temporal existence, and within the reality we find ourselves. This ‘new thinking’ inspired subsequent Jewish thinkers.” Its themes were reflected in the work of the most important Jewish intellectuals of the twentieth century—including Franz Kafka, Chaim Soloveitchik, Abraham Joshua Heschel, Hans Jonas, and Levinas, among others—who pursued a form of the “Jewish co-existentialism” that Mendes-Flohr sketches. 

Thus religious faith was rearticulated in an existential direction by some of the most important Christian and Jewish theological and philosophical minds. But even for those existentialists who jettisoned the ballast of religion, how one responded to “living without God” was a significant concern. Ronald Aronson takes up this question via “Camus the nonbeliever,” for whom an overtly antagonistic view of religion might only result in the return of the repressed. For Aronson, there are deeper lessons to be learned from existentialism than the mere dismissal of God and religion, and these insights were first offered by the nineteenth-century precursors of existentialism—especially Nietzsche. 

Despite Nietzsche’s appropriation by fascists,38 Camus was one of his great champions. After all, it was Nietzsche who had announced the “death of God.” This meant, as Charles Guignon pithily states it, “that people have lost the ability to believe in a transcendent basis for values and belief . . . [and that] all the things people previously thought of as absolutes—the cosmic order, Platonic forms, divine will, Reason, History—have been shown to be human constructions, with no ultimate authority in telling us how to live our lives.”39 Along with Marx and Freud, Nietzsche was thus one of the “masters of suspicion” of religious dogma,40 lambasting religion’s otherworldliness and its resignation of the here-and-now in the name of the afterlife. Christianity was a “slave morality,” a philosophy of ressentiment induced by a sense of “bad conscience” whereby people are taught to become ashamed of their instincts and their embodiment, which are then redirected either internally or to the otherworldly. 

All of these intuitions would be picked up and developed by Sartre and de Beauvoir, who insisted that only an atheistic existentialism had the courage to assume responsibility for the creation of values at the heart of the human condition. Without God and religion, de Beauvoir argues, the moral burden that falls on each of us is even greater, for a “God can pardon, efface, and compensate. But if God does not exist, man’s faults are inexpiable.”41 Yet, Aronson maintains, it was Camus the nonbeliever who had the most sustained and nuanced engagement with religion. His chapter is an overview of its various permutations. From his earliest writings (such as Nuptials), Camus taught his readers—in powerful prose steeped in the joy of the body, life, and nature—to revel in the moment and the pleasures of the world. In such works as The Myth of Sisyphus, Camus enjoined what he called mésure, which consisted of “dwelling in the tension our limitations impose on us even while we rebel against them, and accepting the bitterness with which we experience these. Wisdom lies in accepting this bitterness as the human condition. Failing this, the other path beckoning is to go haywire—by seeking to take God’s place and hoping to dominate creation according to abstract ideas about what the world should look like.” 

Following upon the presentments of Dostoevsky, especially as addressed in The Demons, Camus in The Rebel diagnoses the guises that religion could assume even among nonbelievers. Revolutionary politics, he maintained, was a secularized form of messianism, replacing the sacred center of God with a utopian message no less likely to enslave than religion. Nietzsche had warned in The Gay Science that “God is dead; but given the way of men, there may still be caves for thousands of years in which his shadow will be shown.”42 Camus’s insight was to appreciate that any politics of salvation that sought final solutions to the messiness of finite and limited people would not only cause people to miss the warmth of the sun on their bodies by wallowing in the cave but may well result in people bashing their heads against its rocks before they were done. 

The chapters in part 3 discuss some of the transcultural migrations that forged existentialism as a school of thought. Samuel Moyn’s contribution is a Begriffsgeschichte: a history of the fate of Kierkegaard’s concept of anxiety. Moyn’s study is neither a plodding detail of the publishing history of Kierkegaard’s text The Concept of Anxiety nor a simple commentary on this key existential category; rather, his chapter operates on three intertwined levels. First, he elucidates how the reaction to Kierkegaard’s concept of anxiety reveals the unforeseen events involved in the establishment of the philosophical canon. Specifically, he shows how Kierkegaard, who made little splash in his own lifetime, would come to occupy a central place in the existential canon in the years straddling World War II. To trace the story of the concept of anxiety is thus to outline how Kierkegaard was invented as an existential philosopher—indeed, as the forebear of existentialism. Second, Moyn considers how the category of anxiety vacillated in meaning and significance when deployed in the works of various thinkers (Kierkegaard, Jaspers, Heidegger, Ludwig Binswanger, Shestov, Jean Wahl, and Sartre among them) and describes the contextual ambiance in which it was picked up and used, especially in the aftermath of World War I. 

A third aspect of Moyn’s account is assessing how Kierkegaard’s concept shifted from a theological to a secular terrain. In Kierkegaard’s text, anxiety was wedded to a theological consideration about the meaning of original sin. As the translation of Kierkegaard’s subtitle—A Simple Psychologically Orienting Deliberation on the Dogmatic Issue of Hereditary Sin—makes plain, the work was concerned with the psychology of sin and the metaphysical freedom of the sinner. Kierkegaard’s concept was, for the most part, relegated to the backwaters of philosophy; “anxiety” did not become a key term until after the massive trauma of World War I and the subsequent widespread sense of civilization in crisis. Remaining within the realm of psychology, Moyn considers how first Sigmund Freud and then the forefather of existential psychoanalysis, Ludwig Binswanger, cogitated on anxiety as the disease that comes with the contingency and freedom to define the self in modernity. 

This trajectory was reinforced by Heidegger, whose Being and Time fatefully reworked Kierkegaard’s concept by separating it from its theological and psychological framework and then inserting it into a work of philosophy focused on “fundamental ontology,” where its significance was secularized. Heidegger maintained that anxiety was a mood that opened human beings to cognizance of their being-in-the-world and ultimately their possible authenticity. In the 1930s, Shestov and Wahl—the two individuals most instrumental in introducing Kierkegaard to the world of French philosophy—feuded over whether anxiety could be separated from Kierkegaard’s theology. In the Gallic discussion, Sartre cut the Gordian knot and from the pieces tied together Kierkegaard’s emphasis on soul-searching freedom and Heidegger’s considerations of being and nothingness. The result gave rise to Sartre’s existential subjectivity, wherein he contended that it is “in anxiety that freedom is, in its being, in question for itself.” With Sartre’s international celebrity, existential anxiety migrated around the world as a global theme. By the time it reached Cold War America, this anxiety was a free-floating social category, an expression of postwar cultural malaise. 

Resignation to cultural malaise was already at the center of Nietzsche’s philosophical concerns in the nineteenth century. Charles Bambach’s chapter, which can usefully be read in tandem with Gordon’s on German existentialism, considers the fate of Nietzsche in the canon. In commenting upon Nietzsche’s famous claim that “God is dead,” Bambach peels away layer upon layer of Nietzschean allusion to show that all of Western thought is at stake. In the process, the reader is taken on a journey through Western philosophy from bourgeois morality to the Enlightenment, from rationalism à la Leibniz to Christian theology, until we arrive at its base in Platonism. Bambach explains that “God is dead” is neither a theological statement nor an axiom of atheism. Instead, it is a statement about Western metaphysics, epistemology, and morality—not only in the sense of a system of ethics but also in the sense of conventional values. All these earlier endeavors, Nietzsche suggested, need to be rethought in light of the meaning of human existence. In the spirit of Diogenes’s cynicism, Nietzsche was calling for a philosophy that embraced amor fati, a love of one’s fate; this life-affirming form of creative critical thinking is why he was so embraced by Camus. Nietzsche believed that what contributed to the affirmation of life had power and perhaps even the capacity to transform all values. Anything that constrained this dynamic was weak or decadent and needed to be overturned, like the soil that would serve as the deity’s grave site. Bambach proceeds to enrich and enliven his reading of Nietzsche with the interwar commentaries of Löwith, Jaspers, and Heidegger, whose interpretations responded to how Nietzsche had been co-opted to serve the ends of Nazism. These three thinkers ultimately consecrated Nietzsche not only as a proto-existentialist but also as a foundational figure in response to whom the stakes of the whole Western philosophical tradition were unearthed for reconsideration. 

Robert Bernasconi’s chapter considers another foundational figure for contemporary thought: Frantz Fanon, a central source for postcolonialism and for the critical philosophy of race. He explores Fanon against the backdrop of the French negritude writers Aimé Cesaire and Leopold Senghor via Fanon’s engagement with the work of Sartre. In doing so, he elucidates the power of Fanon’s existential phenomenological analysis of racism as a system. 

Bernasconi begins his careful tracing of the evolution of Fanon’s writing on race with his first published work, “The Lived Experience of the Black.” He suggests that, even though it mobilized a powerful critique of Sartre’s own writing on negritude in “Black Orpheus,” it was ultimately a failure. Bernasconi then takes us step-by-step through the rest of the Fanonian oeuvre—from Black Skin, White Masks to The Wretched of the Earth—seen as Fanon’s effort to formulate a response to the impasses of his earlier position and to racism more generally. Fanon’s seminal insight was to see racism interweaved with its institutionalized forms in colonialism, which meant that racism could be overcome only through a violent revolt against that system of oppression. In this, Fanon and Sartre walked parallel roads to freedom. Fanon’s path, Bernasconi explains, involved wrestling with a significant problem inherent to phenomenology: how to integrate the description of concrete experiences like racism, which is always situationally specific, with an account of formal structures that can empower others to recognize their own experiences in these accounts, thereby mobilizing them to join the journey to freedom. 

The Second Sex, Simone de Beauvoir’s account of patriarchy, is likewise not a work whose scope was confined to the outmoded gender inequities of the 1950s. As Debra Berghoffen explains, this is because de Beauvoir’s account was grounded in her previous book, The Ethics of Ambiguity, which fleshed out a response to Dostoevsky’s claim—that without God, anything is possible—by developing “a logic of freedom, reciprocity and responsibility that contests the terrors of a world ruled only by the authority of power.” In reading the claims of The Ethics of Ambiguity (1947) side by side with The Second Sex (1949), written while de Beauvoir was traveling in the United States, Berghoffen locates these works as responses to the anti-Semitism of World War II, the patriarchy of the Cold War, the racism of Jim Crow America, and the exploitation of the colonial system. 

In thus situating de Beauvoir’s major works, Berghoffen is able to show how her analysis of oppression drew links between different dynamics of domination and contested the logics of subjugation in terms of an existential analytic that de Beauvoir claimed was the philosophy of her time. Berghoffen illustrates how the phenomenological, ethical, and political analyses of The Second Sex, much like the dilemmas of racism exposed by Fanon, “may be read as a way of capturing the particularities of women’s lives, of resisting the reifying powers of the myth of woman, without, however, abandoning the importance of the category woman for a politics of resistance.” Hence de Beauvoir’s existential phenomenology of the lived body of women, like Fanon’s account of the lived experience of blackness, captured a singularity that was paradoxically the basis for forms of solidarity. 

Having explicated how de Beauvoir understands the categories of freedom and oppression in existentialist terms that move between a psychic and a sociological phenomenology and also between an ethics and a politics, Berghoffen proceeds to establish de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex as the key work responded to and built upon by the different theoretical trajectories of postwar French feminists Monique Wittig, Luce Irigaray, and Julia Kristeva. Rather than emphasizing the disagreements among these feminist intellectuals, as is typically done, Berghoffen outlines a genealogy of postwar French feminism that interprets their critical voices as commentators on the tensions already signaled in de Beauvoir’s scrutiny of gender oppression, which created multiple avenues for feminist thought. 

Ethan Kleinberg traces a slightly different genealogy of postwar French philosophy by examining readings of Heidegger in France. The varying reception that Heidegger’s work received stemmed from alternative treatments of the ramifications of Heidegger’s affiliation with Nazism in the 1930s. Kleinberg shows that three differing conduits of Heidegger interpretation flourished before the 1960s. Although Heidegger was first introduced to the French by Levinas, who had studied with him in Freiburg in 1928 and 1929, the first sounding of the German master that had significant cultural resonance was in the seminar offered by Alexandre Kojève and attended by (among many others) Raymond Aron, Merleau-Ponty, the surrealist André Breton, and the psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan. In charismatic tones, Kojève mixed his familiarity with Heidegger into his humanist and politicized elucidation of the work of Hegel, employing an existentialist phraseology to illuminate a philosophy that placed into the center of human history a subject in the throes of a conflict of consciousness. This presentation profoundly affected Aron and Merleau-Ponty, and their influence on Sartre would soon result in the popularization of an existentialist Heidegger. 

The anthropological and subjectivist existential rendering of Heidegger put forward by the Paris school would be called into question by Heidegger’s “Letter on Humanism,” his response to Sartre’s Existentialism Is a Humanism. Written to Jean Beufret in the fall of 1946, in the “Letter” Heidegger interpreted his earlier work from the perspective of a turn in his thought (a Kehre) toward the themes of language, technology, and a critique of metaphysics. Heidegger stressed that subjectivity—even as explored by Sartre’s flipping of Descartes to suggest that “I am, therefore I think”—was the locus centrum of what continued to occlude Western thought. In doing so, Heidegger insisted that Sartre’s and de Beauvoir’s emphasis on the ethical implications of an existential analysis of ontology was just another way in which a purposive rationality foreclosed the thinking on Being that Heidegger’s destruktion of Western metaphysics sought to reevaluate. This antihumanist treatment of Heidegger would influence another line of postwar French thinkers. 

The third reading of Heidegger couples the consideration of Heidegger’s Nazi past together with his critique of Western metaphysics by reversing the hierarchy that Heidegger established between ontology and ethics. The work of Maurice Blanchot and especially that of Levinas came to place ethics prior to ontology, radicalizing the existentialist consideration of subjectivity by emphasizing how the other constituted the self. Doing so displaced the Cartesian ego cogito, decentering the subject in ways that would influence the poststructuralist generation of Heidegger’s readers: Irigaray, Hélène Cixous, Gilles Deleuze, Michel Foucault, Jean-Luc Nancy, Phillipe Lacoue-Labarthe, Jean-François Lyotard, and Jacques Derrida. 

By the end of this volume, readers should appreciate that to situate existentialism in this way is to value not only the multiple routes that led to its crystallization but also the vistas in thought that it opened. At stake is the genealogy of existentialism itself, and we can now provide a retrospective view of existentialism’s family tree. Best appreciated as a weed—a wild plant growing where it might not be wanted and struggling for existence with what has been normatively sanctioned for cultivation—existentialism has planted the seeds for ways of being human that are nourished by a return to foundational issues. The fruits of its offspring are forms of life worth living. Its seeds are hereby placed in the hands of you, the reader. 
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Russian Existentialism, or Existential Russianism 

Val Vinokur 

“How have Russian boys handled things up to now? . . . Take, for instance, some stinking tavern. . . . They’ve never seen each other before in their whole lives, and when they walk out of the tavern, they won’t see each other again for forty years. Well, then, what are they going to argue about, seizing this moment in the tavern? About none other than the universal questions: is there a God, is there immortality? And those who do not believe in God, well, they will talk about socialism and anarchism, about transforming the whole of mankind according to a new order, but it’s the same damned thing, the questions are all the same, only from the other end.” 

—Ivan Karamazov to his brother Alyosha, in Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 

It is no accident that this book begins with the Russians. Walter Kaufmann’s classic anthology, Existentialism from Dostoevsky to Sartre, claimed Notes from Underground as the founding text of existentialism.1 And the Russians always had a thing or two to tell the French about being worried about existence. After all, it was Russia (according to Freud) that exported the “death instinct” to the West, along with caviar and ballet.2 To be Russian is to fret about being—about being Russian or about not being Russian enough, about being human or about not being human enough. Emmanuel Levinas, a Jewish “Russian boy” who journeyed into the world of Continental thought, described the “philosophical problem . . . as the meaning of the human, as the search for the famous ‘meaning of life’—about which the Russian novelists ceaselessly wonder.”3

To situate existentialism’s birth amidst the lay philosophy of Russian novelists reveals something basic about “the anxiety about being.” This anxiety is not just what remains after the death of God and the rise of scientific functionalism, as Nietzsche or Heidegger might have it, but is also the outcry of the modern isolated individual who needs answers. This is the egoism that makes possible the solipsism of the underground man, that permits Ivan’s rebellion against God in The Brothers Karamazov, and that informs Levin’s provisional “conversion” at the end of Anna Karenina. Accordingly, by beginning with Russian existentialism, we can recover a heritage that begins with the ancient problem of theodicy—of how to account for evil in a world created by a good, omniscient, and all-powerful deity—as it reemerges in its modern inflections within the individual struggling to reconcile private authenticity and public ethics. 

In this chapter we examine key moments from Dostoevsky’s Notes from Underground and The Brothers Karamazov, as well as from Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina, in order to evoke a “Russian existentialism,” avant la lettre, that avoids the tendency to focus exclusively on Russian literary angst and instead attends to the range and complexity of the human “about which the Russian novelists ceaselessly wonder.” Along the way, we will revisit such “religious” Russian proto-existentialists and literary commentators as Nikolai Berdyaev and Lev Shestov and also locate Levinas within this broader tradition. I will engage throughout in a peculiar two-step, for my goal is to show both what may be specifically Russian about this approach and how this Russianness plumbs the depths of the human condition more broadly. This is the tension between Russian existentialism and existential “Russianism.” 

I Am Free, I Am Not I: Dostoevsky’s Notes from Underground, Split Consciousness, and Existential Freedom 

In Notes from Underground, Dostoevsky depicted what happens to the modern self when it embraces secular freedom: it discovers that it is split, that it does not identify with itself, and that its freedom is thereby a curse. Indeed, Sartre’s concepts of vertigo and anguish owe much to Dostoevsky’s idea of free consciousness as a doubling and a “sickness.” This is the agony of Sartre’s gambler—culled from the “letters of Dostoevsky”—when confronted with a roulette table after having resolved not to gamble. In Being and Nothingness, Sartre wrote: 

I am not the self which I will be . . . because time separates me from it . . . [and] no actual existent can determine strictly what I am going to be. Yet as I am already what I will be . . . , I am the self which I will be, in the mode of not being it. . . . Anguish is precisely my consciousness of being my own future, in the mode of not-being. . . . Vertigo appears as the apprehension of this dependence. I approach the precipice, and my scrutiny is searching for myself in my very depths. . . . I play with my possibilities. . . . Indecision in its turn calls for decision. I abruptly put myself at a distance from the edge of the precipice and resume my way. [This is] “anguish in the face of the future.” There exists another: anguish in the face of the past. . . . What the gambler apprehends . . . is the permanent rupture in determinism; it is nothingness which separates him from himself; I should have liked so much not to gamble anymore; yesterday I even had a synthetic apprehension of the situation (threatening ruin, disappointment of my relatives) as forbidding me to play. . . . And now I suddenly perceive that my former understanding of the situation is no more than a memory of an idea, a memory of a feeling. . . . I am alone and naked before temptation as I was the day before. . . . Nothing prevents me from gambling.4 

Gambling, of course, is itself a metaphor for the anguish and vertigo of indecision and decision, and it is absorbing for this very reason: gambling transfers the location of my possible choices and outcomes to a throw of the dice. The vertigo of arbitrary freedom—which Sartre elsewhere calls the “poisoned” freedom in Dostoevsky’s novels5—is resolved by the fall into obsession (unfreedom). As Nicholas Berdyaev noted, a “man obsessed is no longer free.”6 

Beyond Dostoevsky’s gambling, one sees dédoublement and splitting in nearly every atom of his literary universe. Beginning with Golyadkin, the Petersburg petty clerk of his early second novel The Double, his heroes often seem little more than bundles of anguish and vertigo, forever arriving at Yogi Berra’s fork in the road and taking it. Golyadkin’s tendency to exhibit decisive indecision results in his fantastical cleavage into Golyadkin Senior and Golyadkin Junior, the latter an incarnation of a desired self that, unlike the original, knows how to fawn, ingratiate, connive, undermine, and manipulate (the necessary two-faced modes of late capitalist life). But it is in Notes from Underground that we find Dostoevsky’s first mature exposition of this theme without recourse to the fantastic—an exposition that relies on architectural metaphors to situate consciousness in its murky and physical landscape. In Notes we will see that the architecture of the self is entangled in the architecture that surrounds it. 

The nearly two decades between The Double (1846) and Notes from Underground (1864) were eventful ones for Dostoevsky, to put it mildly. In 1859 he returned from a decade of hard labor and exile in Siberia, after a mock execution and last-minute commutation of an 1849 death sentence (by firing squad) for subversion—because of his membership in a liberal reading circle. The authorities were not aware that he also belonged to a radical splinter group of Petrashevsky’s Circle, led by Nikolai Speshnev, which had considered the use of violence. In Siberia, forced to live among the peasant “masses” that the liberal Petersburg milieu wished to rescue with Western ideas, Dostoevsky came to doubt the secular Romantic idealism of his youth. In the soul of the Russian convict, he saw an innate propensity for evil and an abiding contempt for the nobility (represented by political prisoners like himself), alongside a mysterious and profound capacity for human dignity. According to Shestov, when Dostoevsky returned to the capital: 

He soon began to notice that the life of freedom came more and more to resemble the life in the convict settlement, and that “the vast dome of the sky” which had seemed to him limitless when he was in prison now began to crush and to press on him as much as the barrack vaults had used to do; that the ideals which had sustained his fainting soul when he lived amongst the lowest dregs of humanity and shared their fate had not made a better man of him, nor liberated him, but on the contrary weighed him down and humiliated him as grievously as the chains of his prison. . . . Dostoevsky suddenly “saw” that the sky and the prison walls, ideals and chains are not contradictory to one another, as he had wished and thought formerly, when he still wished and thought like normal men.7 

In other words, prison convinced Dostoevsky that the human condition itself is prisonlike. 

The period during which Notes was composed also marked the deaths of his brother and first wife, the closing by the authorities of two journals that he had founded, and the onset of a terrible gambling addiction and financial difficulties. Although this biographical context has inclined many, including Shestov, to identify the narrator of the Notes with Dostoevsky himself, one should point out the absurdity of suggesting an equivalence not only between any author and narrator but especially between the author and this narrator, who is unable to identify even with himself! Furthermore, to treat Dostoevsky’s biography as the final “explanation” for this work would be to render the novel a mere idiosyncratic confession worthy only of being shelved in a cabinet of curiosities. 

It is typical to offer Tolstoy as a more “universal” antidote to Dostoevsky’s “twisted” portrayal of consciousness. Tolstoy himself mocked Dostoevsky’s treatment of evil as an external, cosmic drama instead of as an internal failure of reason in a mind beset by mundane stupefactions and intoxicants. Yet in 1881, when Tolstoy heard that Dostoevsky had died, he wept and described him as “the very, very closest, dearest and most necessary man to me.”8 Tolstoy and Dostoevsky were really chasing the same prey, one by tail and the other by snout: subjectivity, consciousness, and the architecture of the self. Perhaps Tolstoy finally confessed his love for Dostoevsky because he realized that, as the underground man puts it, “not only too much consciousness but even any consciousness at all is a sickness.”9 To be a self is to be sick of oneself—even though we may enjoy this sickness, as the underground man claims to do in his “pleasure of despair”:10 “It’s their sicknesses that everyone takes pride in, and I, perhaps, more than anyone.”11 I more than anyone: we will revisit the urgency of that boastful little coda. 

From Dostoevsky’s perspective in 1860s Petersburg, the splendid isolation of pleasant despair seemed more sensible than the disoriented progress of what Levinas would later call the “heroic conception of human destiny,”12 according to which the undivided self (and its “interests”) stakes its freedom against “being,” against the “obstacle”13 or “wall”14 of the world as it is given. In its dialectical heroism, however, the self is oblivious to its self-division. This oblivion characterizes what the underground man calls the “ingenuous man that I regard as the real, normal man, the way his tender mother—nature—herself wished to see him when she so kindly conceived him on earth”: 

Such a gentleman just lunges straight for his goal like an enraged bull, horns lowered, and maybe only a wall can stop him. (Incidentally: before a wall, these gentlemen—that is, ingenuous people and active figures—quite sincerely fold. For them, a wall is not a deflection, as it is, for example, for us, people who think and consequently do nothing; it is not a pretext for turning back, a pretext which our sort usually doesn’t believe in but is always very glad to have. No, they fold in all sincerity. For them a wall possesses something soothing, morally resolving and final, perhaps even something mystical.) I envy such a man to the point of extreme bile. He is stupid . . . but perhaps a normal man ought to be stupid.15 

In the first of a series of architectural metaphors,16 Dostoevsky’s antihero posits the “wall” as the point at which the world says “No!” to my free choice. The normal person “sincerely folds” before this wall because he experiences it as the temporary limit of a world that is always in the process of being made in his image. 

In contrast, the “man of heightened consciousness” (or “our sort”), “who came . . . not from the bosom of nature but from a retort,” responds to this wall not like a man but like a “highly conscious mouse. . . . And, above all, it is he, he himself, who regards himself as a mouse; no one asks him to; and that is an important point.”17 The practical nature of the “wall” is very different for the mouse-man. Because the man of heightened consciousness is too neurotic to interact “normally” with “normal” people, for him the wall looms everywhere: the wall is a barrel-chested officer who bumps into him on Nevsky Prospect without acknowledging his existence; the wall is an insincere dinner invitation that he is supposed to turn down but accepts out of pride and sheer perversity; the wall is the fact that his rented room is so filthy he is embarrassed to receive a prostitute who had responded to his experimental love letter. And his mouse-like response to this ever reappearing wall is to burrow under it and to peak with envy and contempt through a crack in the baseboard. 

This passive, underground freedom arises because the mouse-man is merely externalizing the wall that is in him. Indeed, the underground man’s farcical adventures are all largely the spastic, hyperaware externalizations of an inward awkwardness that normal people deny or seek to circumvent by mastering social forms. To those who would object that the underground man is an exception to the human condition, he responds at the end of his confession with the following claim, which is central to Dostoevsky’s description of his fiction as a form of “higher” realism: 

I know you’ll probably get angry . . . , shout, stamp your feet: “Speak just for yourself and your miseries in the underground, and don’t go saying ‘we all.’ ” Excuse me, gentlemen, but I am not justifying myself with this allishness. As far as I am concerned, I have merely carried to an extreme in my life what you have not dared carry even halfway, and, what’s more, you’ve taken your cowardice for good sense, and found comfort in thus deceiving yourselves.18 

This internal revolt is what Levinas refers to as “the escape”: “Escape . . . puts in question precisely this alleged peace-with-self, since it aspires to break the chains of the I to the self.”19 The agitation of Dostoevsky’s antihero precisely reflects the inability of idealism to escape being. This is why he is always lapsing from philosophical abstraction into increasingly concrete architectural metaphors: the wall, the Crystal Palace, the chicken coop, the underground. For if the specificity of a given place does not remind the idealist of the heaviness of being, then being there long enough surely will. By converting ideas into architecture, the underground man suggests that Western idealism and the idea of human progress are mere prejudices, European refinements that perhaps do not promise happiness and dignity to all.20 

In his sardonic fashion the underground man asks: What if the Universal won’t have me? And let’s say it will, what then? What if I won’t have the Universal? The narrator expresses this paradox in an imaginary dialogue with a “reasonable” interlocutor, who introduces another key architectural metaphor: 

New economic relations will come, quite ready-made, and also calculated with mathematical precision, so that all possible questions will vanish in an instant, essentially because they will have been given all possible answers. Then the Crystal Palace will be built. . . . Of course, there’s no guaranteeing (this is me speaking now) that it won’t, for example, be terribly boring then (because what is there to do if everything’s calculated according to some little table?) . . . I . . . would not be the least bit surprised if suddenly, out of the blue, some gentleman of ignoble, or better, of retrograde and jeering physiognomy, should emerge, set his arms akimbo, and say to us all: “Well, gentlemen, why don’t we reduce all this reasonableness to dust with one good kick, for the sole purpose of sending all these logarithms to the devil and living once more according to our stupid will!”21 

Western idealism and rationalism, with their reduction of human motives to various kinds of interests and “profit,” leave out what the underground man calls “one’s own caprice, however wild, . . . the most profitable profit, the omitted one, which does not fit into any classification, and because of which all systems and theories are constantly blown to the devil.”22 Such is sheer perversity, the pure hell of it. 

Dostoevsky builds an elaborate metaphor from the Crystal Palace, a vast structure of glass and cast iron that was built in London to house the Great Exhibition of 1851. The exhibition glorified the Industrial Revolution, and the palace was an aesthetic, commercial, political, and technical achievement—a secular paradise enclosing full-grown, living trees alongside the world’s first public restrooms. Like any escape artist, the narrator’s rejection of the Crystal Palace, to savor instead his “own caprice”23 underground, is by nature unstable. As an escape from being, it is nowhere. The underground man does not make the Crystal Palace disappear, and does not make it any less palatial, because such capricious negation is no substitute for the affirmative and collective dream that the Palace represents: 

Well, and perhaps I’m afraid of this edifice precisely because it is crystal and forever indestructible, and it will be impossible to put out one’s tongue at it even on the sly. Now look: if instead of a palace there is instead a chicken coop, and it starts to rain, I will perhaps get into the chicken coop to avoid a wetting, but all the same I will not take a chicken coop for a palace out of gratitude for its having kept me from the rain. You laugh, you even say that in that case it makes no difference—chicken coop or mansion. Yes, say I, if one were to live only so as not to get wet. But what’s to be done if I’ve taken it into my head that one does not live only for that, and that if one is to live, it had better be in a mansion?24 

The Crystal Palace embodies the target of the underground man’s radical questions: bourgeois liberal progress and practicality, the entire mid-Victorian ethos.25 But that doesn’t mean he will accept something less. That is, even if the Universal is just some Western superstition, once he knows about it there is no substitute. The underground man resembles Milton’s Satan, who would rather rule in hell than serve in heaven but still dreams of climbing back to his native firmament. A dry chicken coop won’t replace a leaky palace. 

In the same way that William Blake and the Romantics sought to recast Milton’s Satan as an existential rebel, Shestov claims that Dostoevsky “rehabilitates the rights of the underground man,”26 which is to say the rights of tragic heroes, who are “all . . . egoists.”27 “The philosophy of tragedy is, in principle, hostile to the philosophy of commonplaceness. In those instances when commonplaceness says ‘the end’ and turns away, Dostoevsky and Nietzsche see the beginning and start to seek.”28 The underground man is not a tragic hero in the classical, Aristotelian sense; instead, his self-defeating paradoxicalism confers upon him a kind of dignity, a perverse and contrary individualism. But Shestov alludes to the redemptive irony at work here: “Perhaps the underground man was unjust to the ‘laws of nature’ when he said they offended him more than anything else! After all, those laws gave him—an insignificant, despised creature whom everyone had rejected—a proud sense of his human dignity and led him to the conviction that the entire world is worth no more than one underground man!”29 The wall of nature is really a canvas, a perfect surface for graffiti. If you “don’t believe” that the wall can stop you, you are nonetheless “glad to have” it, because it lets you hold forth, underground, in a purely discursive threshold realm beyond which infinite freedom is reduced to banal and finite action.30 Underground, a toothache is a source of pleasure because it is a pretext for moaning. 

I Am Not I, and This Is Not My World: Theodicy and the Meaning of Life in Dostoevsky and Tolstoy 

Having considered how Dostoevsky portrays split consciousness and its ramifications in his Notes from Underground, let us now turn to the outside world as depicted by Russian existentialists; we take as examples The Brothers Karamazov and Anna Karenina. It is perhaps not surprising that the cloven underground self cleaves the world into an all-or-nothing proposition. Dostoevsky’s antiheroes, in their naked freedom and their sickness (the fruits of consciousness), challenge the world entire as if to say: Reveal yourself or disappear! Right now! Nothing short of an absolute and immediate answer to the human condition will do. Berdyaev’s classic typology of the bipolar Russian soul reflects this Dostoevskian tendency: 

Russians classify themselves as “apocalypsists” or “nihilists,” showing thereby that they are not comfortable in a temperate psychical climate. . . . From the opposed sides whence they are come, excess of religion as well as of atheism, apocalypsism and nihilism are equally destructive of culture and history that occupy a middle way. . . . “Nihilism has appeared among us because we are all nihilists,” wrote Dostoevsky in his diary, and it is this nihilism that he probed to the bottom, a nihilism . . . that is only an inverted apocalypsism.31 

Nihilism is an “inverted apocalypsism” because the former is merely a despondent version of the latter: this compromised world, full of evil, must end one way or another—if not by the kingdom of God, then by human negation (passive or active). Such bipolar maximalism arises not from an irrational soul, as Shestov might suggest, but rather from an excess of reason, a desire for radical individual clarity at the expense of collective “reasonableness.” 

Dostoevsky’s Ivan Karamazov calls this unreasonable starkness “Russianism.” As he explains: “Russian conversations on these subjects are all conducted as stupidly as possible. . . . The stupider, the more to the point. The stupider, the clearer. Stupidity is brief and guileless, while reason hedges and hides. Reason is a scoundrel, stupidity is direct and honest.”32 As we see in the epigraph to this chapter (from the same famous dialogue), it is Russianism that accounts for his blunt haste in this, his first real adult conversation with his younger brother Alyosha, who has been living in the local monastery as Father Zosima’s acolyte: 

“My task is to explain to you as quickly as possible my essence. . . . And therefore I declare that I accept God pure and simple . . . , but moreover I also accept his wisdom and his purpose, which are completely unknown to us; I believe in order, in the meaning of life, I believe in eternal harmony, in which we are all supposed to merge, I believe in the Word for whom the universe is yearning, and who himself was ‘with God,’ who himself is God, and so on, and so on and so forth to infinity. . . . And now imagine that in the final outcome I do not accept this world of God’s, I do not admit it at all, though it exists. It’s not God that I do not accept, it is this world of God’s, created by God, that I do not accept and cannot agree to accept. . . . I have a childlike conviction that all sufferings will be healed and smoothed over, that the whole offensive comedy of human contradictions will disappear like a pitiful mirage, a vile concoction of man’s Euclidean mind, feeble and puny as an atom . . . let all of this come true and be revealed, but I do not accept it and do not want to accept it! Let the parallel lines even meet before my own eyes: I shall look and say, yes, they meet, and still I will not accept it.”33

Dostoevsky completed The Brothers Karamazov in 1880, a year before his death. He wrote it during a period of marital and financial stability, at the height of his esteem as an author and public figure welcome at the court of Alexander II and at Petersburg’s aristocratic salons (thirty thousand people would accompany his funeral procession in 1881). None of these favorable circumstances stopped him from writing yet another novel about murder (parricide this time), madness, faith, and nihilism that featured an underground voice (Ivan’s) even more compelling than the narrator’s in Notes. In my view, this is because (as before) these extremes, these violent questions, underscore a broader existential condition and not simply Dostoevsky’s special neuroses. 

Ivan admits that his existential Russianism is stupid. It would, after all, seem “stupid” to do as he does and orient one’s “essence” around the kinds of sensational limit cases with which he torments Alyosha: the torture and deaths of innocent children by Turkish soldiers, the Russian landowner who let his dogs loose on his serf’s little boy—lurid tales culled from the popular press. But logic will not abide exceptions. Ivan’s “Euclidean mind” rejects a world in which such things happen and even more vehemently rejects any future harmony or theodicy that could excuse or explain such a world or that would promise future harmony in a world to come: “ ‘I don’t understand anything,’ Ivan went on as if in delirium, ‘and I no longer want to understand anything. I want to stick to the fact. I made up my mind long ago not to understand. If I wanted to understand something, I would immediately have to betray the fact.’ ”34 If the stubborn fact of innocent suffering children cannot be understood or accepted, then there is nothing else to understand or accept. 

“Why do [children] get thrown on the pile, to manure someone’s future harmony with themselves? I understand solidarity in sin among men; solidarity in retribution I also understand; but what solidarity in sin do little children have? . . . Some joker will say, perhaps, that in any case the child will grow up and have time enough to sin, but there’s this boy who didn’t grow up but was torn apart by dogs at the age of eight. . . . The mother . . . has no right to forgive the suffering of her child who was torn to pieces . . . even if the child himself were to forgive! . . . I don’t want harmony. . . . I’d rather remain with my unrequited suffering and my unrequited indignation, even if I am wrong. Besides, they have put too high a price on harmony; we can’t afford to pay so much for admission. . . . It’s not that I don’t accept God, Alyosha, I just most respectfully return him the ticket.”35

Of course, Ivan won’t do anything about this except vow to “smash the cup” at the age of thirty, so as not to endure the pointlessness of a life lived too long or to become a debauched buffoon like his father Fyodor. Another of Dostoevsky’s characters (Kirillov in Demons) lives in the shadow of this doctrine of “logical suicide,” although, unlike Ivan, he views the free act of suicide as a heroic affirmation of human godhood and not simply rebellion. But just as Kirillov’s godlessness is deeply theological, so too does Ivan retain a sliver of apocalyptic hope in the midst of his nihilist rebellion before Alyosha. “Russian boys” will be boys, Ivan suggests, not only in their rebellion but also in their need for a hug—that childish belief that help will come just because you need it. 

The full implications of Ivan’s “returning the ticket” are left in the shadow realm of his notorious Cardinal Grand Inquisitor, his unwritten, paraphrased “poem” of sixteenth-century Seville, delivered gleefully with footnotes and flourishes to Alyosha in the tavern right after his “Russianist” confession. In conjuring this figure of a theocrat who resolves to “correct” Christ’s refusal of the three temptations in the wilderness by relieving human beings from the burden of God-given freedom,36 Ivan suggests one of the logical outcomes of his rebellion against any kind of theodicy: the secular fanaticism of the totalitarian. For if the evil in God’s world cannot be justified or accepted, then it falls to human authority to remake the world in man’s image. As Alyosha understands his brother’s relationship to his parable, the tragic ego must account for the whole world and become an Inquisitor (or its modern variant, a violent revolutionary) or die. 

However, Ivan wants neither to become a self-righteous tyrant nor to kill himself just yet, and he attributes his willingness to drag on until his thirtieth year to “the Karamazov force.”37 “Karamazovism” is typically characterized in the novel as baseness and depravity, an undifferentiating and teeming life force by which Fyodor Karamazov declares that he has never met an ugly woman, not even Stinking Lizaveta (mother of his bastard, Smerdyakov, who later murders him). But it is also the force that keeps Ivan alive, the force of and for the time being, which, in the absence of Berdyaev’s cultural middle, wends a path between “nihilism and apocalypsism.” I would even argue that Karamazovism is the force by which the Grand Inquisitor releases the returning Christ from the auto-da-fé after the latter responds to his accusations with a gentle kiss on his “bloodless, ninety-year-old lips.”38 When Alyosha offers Ivan the same kiss in response to his brother’s provocations, the latter rapturously cries, “Literary theft!” and concludes: 

“if, indeed, I hold out for the sticky little leaves, I shall love them only remembering you. It’s enough for me that you are here somewhere, and I shall not stop wanting to live. . . . I will also make you a promise: when I’m thirty and want ‘to smash the cup on the floor,’ then, wherever you may be, I will still come to talk things over with you once more.”39 

The commonness of this plagiarized smooch is precisely what disrupts both the Inquisitor and Ivan’s binary “Russianism.” The gesture—gratuitous, forgiving, silly—deflates the urgency of the problem of theodicy, making light of the Inquisitor’s bloody earnestness and Ivan’s rebellion against God’s world. The kiss reminds one that not everything must be resolved and decided today. 

Tolstoy’s Children, Dostoevsky’s Children—and Job’s 

Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina, published when Dostoevsky began work on The Brothers Karamazov, explores a similar theme. Although the parallel plots of Tolstoy’s novel, which Dostoevsky deemed “flawless as a work of art,” trace how the sin of adultery distinguishes a “happy” family (Levin’s) from an “unhappy” one (Anna Karenina’s), ultimately both fictional strands warn against something similar to Ivan’s “Russianism”—against the kind of absolute rationalism one finds in the stream of consciousness that leads to Anna’s suicide. Unlike Ivan, whose fate is uncertain by the end of The Brothers Karamazov, Anna Karenina succeeds in “returning the ticket” before Tolstoy’s novel ends. 

Anna’s Euclidean formula about the purpose of human reason first appears in a conversation she has with her sister-in-law, Dolly (Darya Alexandrovna—wife of Anna’s brother, the philandering Stiva Oblonsky), to clarify why she doesn’t want any more children with her lover, Vronsky. Anna explains: 

“Why have I been given reason, if I don’t use it so as not to bring unfortunate children into the world? . . . I would always feel guilty before these unfortunate children. . . . If they don’t exist, at least they won’t be unfortunate, and if they’re unfortunate, I alone am to blame.” These were the same arguments Darya Alexandrovna had produced for herself, but now she listened to them and could not understand them. “How can she be guilty before beings who don’t exist?” she wondered. And suddenly a thought came to her: could it be better in any possible case for her favorite, Grisha, if he had never existed? And it seemed so wild to her, so strange, that she shook her head to scatter this whirling confusion of mad thoughts.40 

Indeed, Dolly did produce the “same arguments” for herself in the carriage on the way to Anna and Vronsky’s estate, when she recalled the cheerful response of a beautiful young peasant woman to the question of whether she had children: 

“I had one girl, but God freed me, I buried her during Lent. . . . Why be sorry? The old man has lots of grandchildren. Nothing but trouble. No work, no nothing. Just bondage.” This answer had seemed repulsive to Darya Alexandrovna, . . . but now she inadvertently recalled those words. Cynical as they were, there was some truth in them. . . . “Labour, suffering, ugly suffering, that last moment . . . then nursing, the sleepless nights. . . . Then the children’s illnesses, this eternal fear; then their upbringing, vile inclinations. . . . And on top of it all, the death of these same children.”41 

After Dolly arrives at Anna and Vronsky’s and hears the same argument in Anna’s mouth, its logic seems incomprehensible in all of its Cartesian hubris. For how can one judge whether “beings who don’t exist” are better off for not existing and whether beings who do exist would be better off not having existed? In these characters’ deliberations about child rearing, with its travails monumental and banal, Tolstoy (much like Ivan Karamazov) raises the question of whether being or nothingness, frail hope or inevitable tragedy, best defines what it means to be human—and whether one has a choice in the matter. 

What Ivan, Anna, and Dolly reveal in the preceding passages is an intellectual rebellion against the very terms of the question, a rebellion that presumes one can reject a world that offers such an absurd choice. These characters straddle what Sartre calls the “divide” in each consciousness, which “includes in itself the consciousness both of being responsible for itself and of not being the cause of it’s own being.”42 In Ivan, Anna, and Dolly, the Cartesian consciousness responsible for itself is frustrated by the gratuitousness of consciousness and responds by assuming a negative responsibility for the entire world, revoking the rights of everything that exists. This is Mephisto’s “Eternal Emptiness,” which Goethe’s devil invokes when a chorus proclaims that Faust’s life is “over.” “Over!?” Mephisto retorts, “Over and pure nothing, it is all the same. Why have eternally creation, when all is subject to annihilation?”43 

Why have children if they are to suffer and die? Why have anything if children are to suffer and die? These are the pressing questions of Tolstoy’s discussions about child rearing in Anna Karenina. The logic returns us to Ivan Karamazov’s rebellion against any harmony grown on the “manure” of dead children. Of course, Ivan’s rebellion is itself grown on the manure of dead children. But here it is crucial to note both the connection and the key difference between Ivan’s “suffering children” and those of Zosima and Alyosha—and indeed of Dostoevsky himself, who in 1878 lost his three-year-old son Alexei (Alyosha) to epilepsy, a condition the boy inherited from his father. In both cases, dead children signal the monstrousness of any theodicy. But in Ivan’s examples, children suffer because of human evil that God passively allows, while Zosima and Alyosha (and Dostoevsky) use the loss of children to confront the natural order that God supposedly sustains. 

As perplexing philosophical quandaries go, it may be easier to respond to the latter than the former. As Berdyaev argues, the “problem of evil and of wrongdoing is part and parcel of the problem of freedom. . . . If there were no freedom then God alone could be responsible for evil.”44 However, this only explains human evil—Ivan’s Turkish soldiers or Russian landowners torturing babies. Of course, Ivan would say (as his Grand Inquisitor does) that only a nasty God would burden us with such freedom. Berdyaev responds to such a conception of God by insisting that compulsory goodness is not goodness but slavery. This argument is taken to a level deeper, however, because neither Berdyaev nor Ivan contends—as Zosima and Alyosha do—with natural evil. Ivan’s limit cases inspire an easy and infectious fury: What should we do with the landowner who lets his hounds hunt down a child before his mother’s eyes? “Shoot him!” even the angelic Alyosha bursts out darkly.45 But even though you can shoot the landowner; you can’t shoot God—especially if God doesn’t exist, as Ivan’s rejection of theodicy suggests. Still, even if God gave the landowner the freedom with which to sin, wouldn’t it be more understandable to fault God (or “God’s world”) for the unmediated suffering of a child who dies of “natural” causes? 

Although Ivan is often pegged as an atheist, he is deliberately avoiding the label in his tavern talk with Alyosha because to reject God directly is already to accept the world as your own, which is to accept the futility and limits of a prolonged anger at the world. Confronted with such limits, you are less angry than simply bereft. You can only feel bereft over the death of a child you knew—not Ivan’s newspaper children but rather Ilyusha Snegiryov and Alexei, the fourth baby buried by Nastasia, the peasant woman who comes to Zosima for comfort. The way that Alyosha responds to Ilyusha Snegiryov’s death and Zosima to Alexei’s is the definitive response to Ivan’s rebellion. I would like to linger on these two exemplary episodes because the novel itself lingers on them, paradoxically, not to reject the world (as Ivan does) but instead to affirm it on a deeper basis. 

Here is the exchange between the pilgrim Nastasia and Father Zosima: 

“I grieve for my little [three-year-old] son, father, for my little son. He was the last little son left to us, we had four, Nikitushka and I, but our children didn’t stay, they didn’t stay. When I buried the first three, I wasn’t too sorry about them, but this last one I buried and I can’t forget him. . . . My soul is wasted over him. I look at his clothes, at his little shirt or his little boots, and start howling. . . . I’m through with [my husband], through, I’m through with everybody. And I don’t even want to see my house now.”46 

When Zosima attempts to comfort her with platitudes about her son being in the ranks of the angels, she objects powerfully: 

“The same way my Nikitushka was comforting me, word for word. . . . I’d say, ‘where else can he be if not with the Lord God, only he isn’t here with us . . . he isn’t sitting here with us like before!’ . . . But he’s gone, dear father, he’s gone, and I’ll never hear him again! His little belt is here, but he’s gone, and I’ll never hear him again!” She took her boy’s little goldbraided belt from her bosom and, at the sight of it, began shaking with sobs. . . . “This,” said the elder, “is Rachel of old ‘weeping for her children, and she would not be comforted, because they are not’ [Jer. 31:15, Matt. 2:18]. . . . And do not be comforted, you should not be comforted, but weep. . . . And you will be filled with this great mother’s weeping for a long time, but in the end it will turn into quiet joy for you, and your bitter tears will become tears of quiet tenderness and the heart’s purification. . . . Only it is a sin for you to desert [your husband]. Go to your husband and take care of him. Your little boy will look down and see that you’ve abandoned his father, and will weep for both of you. . . . You see him now in your dreams and are tormented, but at home he will send you quiet dreams.”47

Nastasia vows to return to her husband, telling Zosima: “You’ve touched my heart.” The elder finally reaches her not with theodicy or images of heaven (the stuff that repels Ivan) but rather with an acknowledgment of her inconsolability, an irreconcilability that must be allowed to evolve into something else—for example, into an urgent need to honor the dead by reestablishing a connection to the living (even to the world that allowed a child to die). 

It is, however, the life and death of Ilyusha (Ilyushechka) Snegiryov that constitute a Dostoevskian tour de force of mingled bathos and pathos, all of which Zosima’s “heir” Alyosha Karamazov must shape into an act of memory. Ilyusha is at the heart of the novel’s microcosmic subplot about the schoolboys that Alyosha befriends and mentors. Alyosha first encounters the boys as they are throwing stones at Ilyusha, who viciously bites Alyosha’s finger after he comes to his rescue. Alyosha soon learns that the boys had been teasing Ilyusha because Dmitry Karamazov (Ivan and Alyosha’s half-brother) had dragged his father Captain Snegiryov by his “whiskbroom” beard in the public square. By the end of the novel, Alyosha helps orchestrate a moving reconciliation between the boy and his friends as well as assistance for the boy’s family, but Ilyusha’s health worsens and he dies two days after Dmitry is sentenced (unjustly) for the murder of Fyodor Karamazov. 

Ilyushechka’s funeral and Alyosha’s impromptu eulogy, the “Speech at the Stone,” constitute the last chapter of the novel. The funeral itself is described in several pages of nearly unbearable naturalistic detail: 

When it came time to take leave of the dead and cover the coffin, [Captain Snegiryov] threw his arms around it as if to keep them from covering Ilyushechka, and began quickly, greedily, repeatedly kissing his dead boy on the mouth. . . . “Flowers for mama, flowers for mama! Mama’s feelings have been hurt!” he suddenly started exclaiming. . . . All the boys were crying . . . and though Smurov . . . was also crying terribly, he still managed, while almost running, to snatch up a piece of brick lying red on the snow-covered path and fling it at a flock of sparrows flying quickly by. He missed, of course, and went on running, crying. . . . [Captain Snegiryov] fell on the snow, struggling, screaming, sobbing, and began crying out: “Ilyushechka, dear fellow, dear old fellow!” Alyosha and Kolya set about lifting him up, pleading with him, persuading him. “Enough, captain, a brave man must endure,” Kolya mumbled. “And you’ll ruin the flowers,” Alyosha added, “and ‘mama’ is waiting for them, she’s sitting there crying because you didn’t give her any flowers from Ilyushechka this morning.”48

In this scene, Alyosha turns the captain, as Zosima had turned Nastasia, back toward ethical attention to his spouse as an appropriate response to grief. It is striking that intense grief is essentially infantile, as Dostoevsky paints the scene. Indeed, Dostoevsky’s comic-pathetic tone in this chapter and the banal details he includes—Smurov throwing stones at sparrows while running and crying, the Snegiryovs squabbling over flowers—is what some readers have ascribed to Dostoevsky’s “cruel talent,” his dramatic emphasis on the painful comedy of scandal and travesty.49 But Dostoevsky also believed in a “wit that comes from deep feeling,” a compassionate laughter that could rescue the soul by loosening it from an intolerable present.50 After all, hysterical grief is infantile precisely because it is a feeling of being trapped in time, in a present experienced as pure loss. As such, Dostoevsky presents scene after scene of parents who see the traces of their child, like Snegiryoy who finds his dead child’s boots, wailing in inexhaustible and unassuageable sorrow. Once again, Alyosha actively manages this grief: 

“Let them cry it through,” [Alyosha] said to Kolya, “of course there’s no use trying to comfort them now. Let’s wait a minute and then go back. . . . He may get drunk. Just you and I will come, and that will be enough . . .; if we all come at once, we’ll remind them of everything again,” Alyosha advised. [Kolya replied,] “The landlady is setting the table for them now—for this memorial dinner or whatever. . . . It’s all so strange, Karamazov, such grief, and then pancakes all of a sudden—how unnatural it all is in our religion!”51 

It is interesting that, at the end of Demons, Stepan Trofimovich’s “conversion” is also prefigured by a sudden eruption of pancakes at the tavern where he soon breathes his last. In each case, the sensual-mundane triggers an act of memory. In both cases, pancakes represent an end run around the intellectual thicket of theodicy precisely through their evocation of a happy part of childhood. 

Pancakes, Cheap Happiness, Hope, Thinking Well, and the End of Theodicy 

Egoist rebellion against unacceptable suffering (like Ilyushechka’s death) is quickly exhausted and turns into a more complicated agony over how to honor the departed: what to do with the palpable loss and its traces, what to forget and what to remember and how to do so. Rejecting the world is easy: even God “regretted” (Gen. 6:6) his creation before destroying it by flood (which he will also regret). Far more difficult is the craft of selective memory, as ephemeral as the rainbow God devises to remind himself (not Noah) of his promise that he will never again annihilate the world in response to the evil that is innate to human freedom (Gen. 9:16). Alyosha invokes the power and fragility of such memory in his impromptu eulogy, delivered not by the grave in the churchyard but instead near the “heathenish stone” where Snegiryov had actually wanted to bury his son.52 In the “Speech at the Stone” that follows and concludes the novel, Alyosha accomplishes several rather subtle things. First, he includes himself and the boys in a shared responsibility for Ilyushechka’s fate. Second, he invokes a corollary responsibility: the obligation to aspire actively to one’s better memory, to the better “facts” of human nature. “ ‘Let us never forget how good we once felt here, all together, united by such good and kind feelings as made us, too, for the time that we loved the poor boy, perhaps better than we actually are, . . . that alone may serve some day for our salvation.’ ”53 The third thing the eulogy performs occurs as part of a dialogue with the boys: 

“Ah, dear children, dear friends, do not be afraid of life! How good life is when you do something good and rightful!” . . . “Karamazov!” cried Kolya, “can it really be true as religion says, that all shall rise from the dead, and come to life, and see one another again, and everyone, and Ilyushechka?” “Certainly we shall rise, certainly we shall see and gladly, joyfully tell one another all that has been,” Alyosha replied, half laughing, half in ecstasy. . . . “Well, and now let’s end our speeches and go to his memorial dinner. Don’t be disturbed that we’ll be eating pancakes. It’s an ancient, eternal thing, and there’s good in that too,” laughed Alyosha.54 

Where Ivan Karamazov would find the arrival of the Kingdom of God an inadequate theodicy, pancakes suffice for Alyosha. It seems that, at least for that moment, Dostoevsky defeats Ivan and the underground man with comfort food. 

Camus’s ruminations on Dostoevsky conveyed how existentialists understood the Russian novelist, in his treatment of consciousness and theodicy, as a precursor to some of their own key themes. For Camus, Ivan was a 

tsar in indifference . . . by refusing to surrender the royal powers of the mind. To those, like his brother [Alyosha], who prove by their lives that it is essential to humiliate oneself in order to believe, he might reply that the condition is shameful. His key word is: “Everything is permitted,” with the appropriate shade of melancholy. Of course, like Nietzsche, the most famous of God’s assassins, he ends in madness. But this is a risk worth running, and, faced with such tragic ends, the essential impulse of the absurd mind is to ask: “What does that prove?”55 

Indeed, what do madness or suicide “prove” in Dostoevsky’s case studies? The absurdist (or Shestov’s tragic egoist) would respond: all it proves is that there is an unbridgeable chasm between human truth and human need. Accordingly, even though Camus called Alyosha’s invocation of the immortality of the soul an example of Dostoevsky’s “stirring acquiescence, riddled with doubts, uncertain and ardent,” he described it also as man exchanging “his divinity for happiness” and declared that this ultimately makes Dostoevsky not an “absurdist . . . but [rather] an existentialist novelist.”56 By this Camus meant that Dostoevsky—unlike the absurdist, who lives (or dies) without offering a solution to the human problem of meaning—ends up accommodating necessity by responding to Kirillov and Ivan as Alyosha responds to Kolya: “existence is illusory and it is eternal.”57 In Camus’s reading, it is illusory because God is dead and it is eternal because, apparently, we cannot live without God. As Blaise Pascal famously quipped: “It is incomprehensible that God should exist, and it is incomprehensible that he should not exist.” 

“Which is better—cheap happiness, or lofty suffering?” asked the underground man as he reflected on his excuses for letting his prospective love interest, the prostitute Liza, flee from his rented room after he deliberately insulted her by trying to pay—for she did not come to sleep with him for money but because he had tried to persuade her to leave her trade.58 He implies that setting up house with Liza would be cheap happiness, presumably for both of them, while his cruel insult will instill a lofty (and, he claims, true and thus “useful”) suffering—again, presumably in both of them. The question begs the insight that happiness is in fact always cheap, that is, prosaic. In Levinas’s phrase, “life is love of life”—fulfillment of the needs that life comprises is life’s joy.59 On the other hand, a suffering that is chosen (or useful) is always lofty in that it assumes that my suffering challenges some sort of universal meaning, which of course presupposes that universal meaning is possible. 

Alyosha peddles cheap happiness (the pancakes) precisely because it comes so dearly. Father Zosima, in his homily on memorable Biblical moments, expresses this paradox most clearly and painfully in a discussion of the unsatisfying, even monstrous, epilogue to the Book of Job: 

“God restores Job again, once more many years pass, and he has new children, different ones, and he loves them—Oh Lord, one thinks, ‘but how could he so love these new ones, when his former children are no more, when he has lost them? Remembering them, was it possible for him to be fully happy?’ . . . But it is possible, it is possible: the old grief, by a great mystery of human life, gradually passes into quiet tender joy; instead of young, ebullient blood comes a mild, serene old age.”60 

Ivan Karamazov’s “ebullient blood” would have simmered over the loss of the first family, just as it probably simmers over his own sorry childhood spent as a ward in the homes of others. But just as the deaths of the beloved former children are a stubborn, unjustifiable fact, so too are the beloved new children: a reality as weird and common as the rising and setting of the sun. It is what Philip Hallie called the “lucid mystery” of goodness.61 What is to be done with this other kind of fact, the kind that probably would not appear in Ivan’s newspapers? Zosima’s “mild, serene old age” does not weigh one stubborn fact against the other (for that would be a crass sort of theodicy indeed) so much as it accepts the vital dynamic between regret and revolt, forgetting and remembering, acknowledging both evil and the banality of goodness.62 

Camus discounted too quickly the possibility that such an affirmation partakes of the absurd. Alyosha’s invocation of eternity is split into the ridiculous (eating pancakes!) and the ethically transcendent (the memory of Ilyushechka as a unifying bond). Indeed, for French existentialists to ignore, rue, or misunderstand the religious (“humiliated”) end of the Russian equation, while drawing inspiration from the atheist (“intelligent”) end, was to fall into a false equilibrium. Kirillov’s “pistol rang out somewhere in Russia,” Camus wrote, “but the world continued to cherish its blind hopes.”63 If M. Kiriloff’s “logical suicide” was toasted with anisette in a Left Bank café, then it too easily sloughs off the horns of Dostoevsky’s dilemma.64 For at least in the Russian context, God is less dead than constantly and necessarily forgotten. In such a context, “God” is basically a mnemonic device for responsibility and for the suspension of the all-negating rational ego. As a peasant explains to Levin near the end of Anna Karenina: “One man just lives for his own needs . . . , just to stuff his own belly, but Fokanych—he’s an upright old man. He lives for the soul. He remembers God.”65 And to remember God, one needs to have forgotten him. As Bernard Martin noted in his account of Shestov: “Later he was to make clear, in a great comment on the Psalmist’s cry, ‘Out of the depths, I called unto thee, O Lord’ [Ps. 130], the connection between the tragedies of existence and God: ‘What relationship is there between “the depths” and “Lord”? When there is neither depth, nor horror, nor despair, man does not see God and does not call to Him.’ ”66 The cliché about no atheists in foxholes signals the irrelevance of “belief”: sometimes it feels like there is no God, and other times it feels like there is. The power of the lucid mystery—whereby a person (believer or not) doesn’t live simply to stuff his belly—relies on our absurd tendency to forget and then suddenly remember this power and call on it in moments of horror and despair, even when this call is not heard. Indeed, the lucid mystery finds its proof not just in kindness but also in grief, as mysterious as kindness. Grief feels fresh each time it is invoked, drawing its power from the shoddiness of our emotional memory. After all, if we remembered that we already grieved for something, why would we ever want to grieve for it again? Yet this is exactly what we do. This sort of sensitivity—the naive freshness of such forgetfulness—also permits us to relive simple ethical revelations again and again and to be hopeful for others when they do so. 

The Ivan Karamazov inside all of us bristles at such loose ends. Or, as explained by the shabby devil who visits Ivan shortly before his descent into brain fever: 

“I’m leading you alternately between belief and disbelief, and I have my own purpose in doing so. A new method, sir: when you’ve completely lost faith in me, then you’ll immediately start convincing me to my face that I am not a dream but a reality—I know you now; and then my goal will be achieved. And it is a noble goal. I will sow just a tiny seed of faith in you, and from it an oak will grow.”67 

Ivan’s devil is a self-professed demon of uncertainty—uncertainty over whether one must engage the world materially or spiritually. Philip Hallie describes a similar Faustian struggle between two souls in the breast: one soul that sees evil as resulting from an imbalance of power that can be corrected only by an opposed power; another soul that responds to evil not with power but with hope and generosity. The first soul is nourished by truth—and the more impersonal, lucid, and objective the better. The second soul is fed by hope, which is intimate, personal, and based on the ability of each of us to shape a narrative that comforts. 

In the dialogue between Russian boys in the stinking tavern, the first soul is represented by Ivan and the second by Aloysha. Hallie refuses to reconcile these two incompatible souls: “We live off the bodies of others. This is the system we are part of, whether we like it or not. If we cannot learn to live and love in such a bloody, ambiguous world as this, we starve to death emotionally and cognitively, for we live with truth as necessarily as we live with high hopes.”68 The mess of both is needed. It is no accident that Hallie ultimately relies on storytelling—on a highly aestheticized truth seeking. Indeed, the open-endedness of literary art can be an honest and humane way of acknowledging our animal cruelty (living off the bodies of others) even as we cultivate and live out shared hopes for salvation. 

Thus the challenge for the second, hopeful soul is to stand firm in the bloody instability witnessed by the truth-seeking soul. Aesthetic activity (including critical dialogue) is a realm where it is possible to stand firm on shaky ground, and here again the Russian novels are often the right place to start looking—and perhaps a good place to return to after our journey into philosophy. Nietzsche, with his own brand of stark “Russianism,” proposed the following: 

What if . . . a demon were to steal after you in your loneliest loneliness and say to you: “This life as you now live it and have lived it, you will have to live once more and innumerable times more; and there will be nothing new in it, but every pain and every joy and every thought and sigh and everything unutterably small or great in your life will have to return to you. . . . The eternal hourglass of existence is turned upside down again and again, and you with it, speck of dust!” Would you not throw yourself down and gnash your teeth and curse the demon who spoke thus? Or have you once experienced a tremendous moment when you would have answered him: “You are a god and never have I heard anything more divine.” . . . How well disposed would you have to become to yourself and to life to crave nothing more fervently than this ultimate eternal confirmation and seal?69 

Nietzsche’s demon of eternal recurrence represents the idea that there is no other world or hereafter and that this world is just one cycle of an endless, tortured pattern of existence. But Nietzsche also suggested that this demon can be transformed by a “tremendous moment,” or by (in Alyosha’s words) “some good memory,” into an ethical impetus. I submit that this “tremendous moment” might simply be the ability to forget, even if only momentarily, that the world remains the world even after you have experienced the lucid mystery of goodness. What this suggests is that the philosophy of tragedy leads not to metaphysical transcendence or negation—both of which are still slaves to the being they hope to defeat—but instead to ethical transcendence. And because ethical transcendence has meaning and expression only as mundane justice and care, we return to the world of face-to-face relations so deliberately depicted by the Russian novelists. 

Existential Russianism thus leaves us between two limit cases: the dark and violent freedom characterized by the individual’s perverse need to escape the other-in-myself and an “insatiable compassion” toward the other-as-other.70 One experiences each case—be it self-nausea or infinite responsibility—“more than anyone.” From the underground man’s assertion that everyone takes pride in their sicknesses, “and I more than anyone,” Dostoevsky eventually arrived at the idea in The Brothers Karamazov—an idea Levinas later embraced as his own: “Each of us is guilty in everything before everyone, and I more than anyone.”71 In each case it is the “I more than anyone”—the literary, antiphilosophical coda—that reflects what it is like to have a self, a subjectivity irreducible and irreplaceable, whether it wallows in the mire or takes responsibility for the world as it exists and as it ought to be. This is the Russians’ gift to existentialism: recovery of the self amidst the collective mobilizations of modernity. It is a radical subjectivity, expressed well by Levin’s thoughts at the end of Anna Karenina: 

“It’s a secret that’s necessary and important for me alone and inexpressible in words. This new feeling hasn’t changed me, hasn’t made me happy or suddenly enlightened. . . . Nor was there any surprise. And faith or not faith—I don’t know what it is—but this new feeling has entered into me just as imperceptibly through suffering and has firmly lodged itself in my soul. I’ll get angry in the same way with the coachman Ivan, argue in the same way, speak my mind inappropriately, there will be the same wall between my soul’s holy of holies and other people, even my wife, I’ll accuse her in the same way of my own fear and then regret it, I’ll fail in the same way to understand with my reason why I pray, and yet I will pray—but my life now, my whole life, regardless of all that may happen to me, every minute of it, is not only not meaningless, as it was before, but has the unquestionable meaning of the good which it is in my power to put into it!”72

As an epiphany, this is all so provisional and so hedged with caveats that Levin’s exclamation point seems farcical. But perhaps the caveats are the epiphany. Levin, whose “life was good but [whose] thinking was bad,”73 accepts that his world will forever exceed his thinking. And, somewhat paradoxically, this is really an acceptance of human freedom in all of its heady responsibility. Whether cogito ergo sum or Es denkt, it is always up to me to think well—up to me “more than anyone.” 

To think well, for Dostoevsky and Tolstoy alike, is to realize that even though pure consciousness is the royal realm of human freedom, it can also be a tyrant—a “sickness,” as the underground man calls it—when it is unmoored from the compromises demanded by everything else that calls the individual into question. Ivan Karamazov and the underground man are utterly enslaved by their boundless consciousness. To think well is to keep in mind that pure thought tends toward a limitlessness that is blind to any experience that would humiliate it. As Berdyaev reminds us, Russians did not have full recourse to the bourgeois culture of the West, where it seemed for a time the sovereign realms of the mind and the world could coexist in a historically evolving middle. During the twentieth century, it became clear that the West did not really have recourse to this middle, either. This is what existentialist readers of the Russian novel sensed in the stark and schismatic “Russianism” of a dialogue like the one between Ivan and Alyosha: that the torn subject—wrenched apart in utter loss or impossible decision, slipping on insupportable ground—can, absurdly, find support not in an impersonal idealism but in this very schism between rebellion and hope. 
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German Existentialism and the Persistence of Metaphysics 

Weber, Jaspers, Heidegger 

Peter E. Gordon 

Who gave us the sponge to wipe away the entire horizon? 

—Friedrich Nietzsche, “The Madman,” in The Gay Science 

Martin Heidegger was appointed to the chair in philosophy at Freiburg University in 1928 and delivered “What Is Metaphysics?” (his inaugural address) before the assembled faculty, in the main auditorium on Wednesday, July 24, 1929.1 At once dense and abstract, the lecture was and will surely remain one of the truly classic statements in the canon of European existentialism. Grappling with its themes is an immense challenge, but the task is made all the more difficult thanks to Heidegger’s scrupulous avoidance of any concrete references to his philosophical contemporaries, let alone any explicit appeal to the various sources that inspired his distinctive strain of existential ontology. Yet it is quickly apparent upon even an initial reading that the lecture sets forth a relentless and indeed global criticism of the factual or ontic sciences, or Wissenschaften. 

Briefly, the argument runs as follows. Heidegger faults the empirical sciences most of all for the way they fasten our attention on entities alone to such a degree that any further concerns are dismissed as being without meaning or consequence. This fixing of attention on merely objective entities reinforces a metaphysical prejudice according to which the world is understood to be composed of nothing other than the objects that are grasped through scientific inquiry. But this presumptuous attitude—according to which the cosmos contains merely entities and otherwise nothing—conspires to obscure the genuine possibility of our encounter as human beings with the nothing (das Nichts). As Heidegger explains, this encounter is given to us only when we are seized by an especially radical kind of anxiety such that we experience the “slipping away of beings as a whole.”2 It is only this encounter, as distinguished from any merely factual or scientific inquiry, that places the “questioner,” the human being itself, in question. The encounter thus reveals what Heidegger believes is an incorrigible if deeply unsettling truth about the human condition: our lack of metaphysical grounds. 

This argument is fraught with difficulty, and a complete understanding of its philosophical significance would necessarily involve a detailed review of the preparatory steps laid down in Heidegger’s magnum opus, Being and Time (itself an unfinished work that was rushed into print in Husserl’s Yearbook for Philosophical Research in 1927 so that Heidegger could secure the Freiburg chair as Husserl’s successor). Nevertheless, among all the texts and lectures of the philosopher’s early years, “What Is Metaphysics?” is perhaps distinctive for the way it strips away doctrinal complications so as to focus on one of Heidegger’s more perplexing and controversial ideas—namely, the idea that anxiety is a privileged instrument for isolating what is most essential in human existence, the phenomenon Heidegger calls “uncanny” or “pure Dasein.”3 This idea is provocative chiefly because it looks very much like a remnant of metaphysical dogma, an a priori statement about the human being’s underlying reality, when it was ostensibly Heidegger’s intention to do away with metaphysics. 

It is this idea—let us call it the “metaphysical remnant” in Heidegger’s early philosophy—that I propose to examine here. To better comprehend how Heidegger came to this argument, it may be helpful to recall several of the details and contemporary debates that the lecture itself suppressed. My argument is that Heidegger’s lecture should be understood as a frontal assault on neo-Kantian theories of scientific knowledge. Ironically, however, it also borrowed from and radicalized the pathos of meaninglessness already implicit in Max Weber’s sociological portrait of disenchanted modernity. But Weber hardly allowed for the possibility of emancipation from what he called the steel-hard casing, or “iron cage,” of modernity. It was Karl Jaspers who was most responsible for transforming this metaphor of the iron cage into a psychological and existential theory. The theory of anxiety as revealing “pure” existence was thus, I shall argue, a radicalized and ontologized reworking of the psychological idea of the “limit-situation” that Heidegger borrowed from Jaspers. The lessons of this reconstruction are historical but also philosophical: once we have understood how Heidegger developed his critique of the sciences and his correlative notion of “nothing,” we may be prompted to ask if his conclusions are wholly warranted. 

Weber and Disenchantment 

On November 7, 1917, the great sociologist Max Weber delivered his nowfamous address at Munich University on “Science As a Vocation” (Wissenschaft als Beruf) in which he instructed his audience, composed primarily of students, that the modern natural and social sciences could proffer no guidance in their quest for meaning.4 In former ages one might have believed that knowledge could secure for humanity a firmer grasp of divine truths, but this belief was now dispelled and scientists had to confess the grim truth articulated by Tolstoy: “Science is meaningless because it gives no answer to our question, the only question important for us: ‘What shall we do and how shall we live?’ ” To this Weber added his assent: “That science does not give an answer to this is indisputable. The only question that remains is the sense in which science gives ‘no’ answer, and whether or not science might yet be of some use to the one who puts the question correctly.”5 It was Weber’s ultimate lesson that academic scholarship in all of the various disciplines had no purpose other than the “self-clarification and knowledge of interrelated facts.” Science, he explained, “is not the gift of grace of seers and prophets dispensing sacred values and revelations, nor does it partake of the contemplation of sages and philosophers about the meaning of the universe. This, to be sure, is the inescapable condition of our historical situation. We cannot evade it so long as we remain true to ourselves.”6 

The historical situation as Weber described it was the ultimate outcome of a millennium-long process of rationalization and world-disenchantment (die Entzauberung der Welt). But its more recent history, as explained in his 1904–5 sociological analysis of Protestantism and the capitalist spirit, was chiefly characterized by the emergence of instrumental rationality and the consequent dissolution of the religious idea of a calling (or Beruf) that had once furnished the explanatory ethic for the worldly asceticism of the early Calvinist merchant class. As capitalism advanced, Weber explained, it could dispense with the previously salient idea of a calling, without which labor now assumed the character of mindless compulsion: “The Puritan wanted to work in a calling,” Weber observed, “we are forced to do so.” The Protestant Richard Baxter’s conscientious yet inwardly redemptive attitude toward labor was now irrevocably lost: “In Baxter’s view,” wrote Weber, “the care for external goods should only lie on the shoulders of the ‘saint like a light cloak, which can be thrown aside at any moment.’ But fate decreed that the cloak should become a shell as hard as steel [stahlhartes Gehäuse].”7 

It is critical to note that Weber’s description of modernity as a meaningless mechanism seemed to follow logically from his conception of modern sociological research, for only the social scientist with sufficient strength could recognize the essential meaninglessness of the modern world. After all, the scientist was a person who could, in Weber’s phrase, “bear the fate of the times like a man.”8 But this very recognition was therefore a prerequisite for science: a scientist who mistook his subjective value interests or research criteria for objective truths about the cosmos would be unable to wield those criteria self-consciously and with “objectivity” (a term Weber used with great theoretical finesse). That is, he would fail to see them as contingent and subject-dependent tools for research. As Weber explained in his methodological essay on objectivity, it was the very essence and paradox of scientific objectivity that it demanded a recognition of the subjectivity of meaning.9 Modern science, Weber concluded, presupposed the disenchantment of the scientist’s own vision insofar as it required the fortitude to recognize that, in the modern world, no single meaning could any longer stake a claim to metaphysical reality. In this argument, one may discern Weber’s implicit conviction that scientific research requires its own attitudinal orientation or ethos, a grim determination to look unflinchingly into the abyss.10 

In Weber’s image of the modern researcher we may discern the rudiments of what we might call proto-existentialism: the normative principle that the human being must resolve upon its own meanings in a cosmos in which God is dead and all metaphysical certainties have irrevocably collapsed. Of course, it is no small irony that warrant for this principle’s antifoundationalist and ultimately “irrationalist” ethic of resolution could be derived from a social theory whose neo-Kantian foundations were supposedly antipathetic to all forms of modern irrationalism.11 Weber may have seen the rise of instrumental rationality as a tragedy, given the attendant loss of objective meaning or depth. He would certainly have condemned the “irrationalism” of existential philosophy in the 1920s had he survived that long. However, Weber died in the early summer of 1920, just as interwar existentialism was born. 

Jaspers and the Limit-Situation 

Karl Jaspers (1883–1969) was a Heidelberg-trained psychologist who transformed himself into a philosopher. Although his contemporaries esteemed him as the cofounder of “Existenz-philosophie” (a term Heidegger rejected), Jaspers would never altogether abandon his habit of interpreting philosophical theories as formalized expressions of psychological persona.12 In his early years at Heidelberg, he participated alongside intellectuals such as Georg Lukács, Georg Simmel, and Emil Lask in the Sunday soirées at the home of Max and Marianne Weber (a circle that Hannah Arendt joined in 1925 after she left Heidegger in Marburg to study with Jaspers).13 One can hardly exaggerate the singular importance of Max Weber’s example for Jaspers’ own intellectual development. In a 1957 autobiographical essay, Jaspers eulogized his late teacher’s “human greatness” and affirmed Weber’s influence throughout his philosophical writings.14 

But Weber the man was also for Jaspers an emblematic persona whose very being seemed to embody the lessons of existentialism. In his 1921 commemorative address at Heidelberg, Jaspers eulogized Weber as “the existential philosopher incarnate.”15 Ten years later, Jaspers amplified these thoughts: “In his philosophizing human being [Weber] suffered at the limits of finitude,” Jaspers observed. “If in every objective sense, which he shattered by his own example, Max Weber came to shipwreck, this very shipwreck was a call to truth.” Indeed it was “shipwreck” (Scheitern) that revealed the essential truth of the human condition.16 

Although Jaspers admitted that Weber had inspired his thinking as early as the General Psychopathology (1913), the references grew most pronounced only with the publication of Jaspers’ Psychology of Worldviews in 1919 and in the philosophical works that appeared over the decade to follow. Like Weber, and in close alliance with neo-Kantians at Heidelberg, Jaspers conceived of a worldview or Weltanschauung as a subjective value-orientation or psychological disposition that apparently served only as prerequisite for all human experience. The psychologistic idea, however, injected an element of contingency into what would otherwise seem a theory of a priori or transcendental conditions. In fact, Jaspers claimed, a worldview is always pathological to some degree, since its ultimate purpose is to furnish a defensive shield against the threats of external reality. Hence worldviews typically congeal into “housings” or Gehäusen that protect the human being within a necessarily delimited sphere of fortitude and quiet: “We cannot tolerate the infinite frenzy of all concepts, which relativize, and all forms of existence, which grow uncertain. Everything grows dizzy, and the consciousness of our own existence passes away.”17 

It is a psychological fact about the human being, claimed Jaspers, that we find this condition unlivable. “There is an instinct in us that something or another must be ultimate and complete.” We accordingly seize upon the limitation of a housing by means of fundamental principles, dogmas, matters susceptible of proof, traditional dispositions, and absolute and generalized commands. These housings exhibit a tremendous diversity. But in all of them we can see a common strategy—that the human being cleaves to principles or rules that exhibit a formalistic and rational form: “rationalization” fortifies itself with whatever materials are at hand in erecting a “closed world-picture.”18 

Jaspers’s idea of a rationalistic shell that protects the individual from metaphysical disorientation elaborated and transformed the famous Weberian image of a Gehäuse, or “steel-hard casing,” of instrumental reason, but the continuities should not be exaggerated. Jaspers’s concept is primarily individual and psychological; Weber’s serves as a characterization of socially coordinated economic rationalization, a generalized ethos from which there is little hope of escape. But this shift—from social objectivistic description to individual psychological diagnosis—afforded Jaspers the theoretical space to imagine an emancipatory possibility that Weber’s fatalism disallowed. In fact, it is this promise of existential emancipation that remains perhaps the most distinctive idea in all of Jaspers’s philosophy. 

In the Psychology of Worldviews, Jaspers argued that in certain experiences the individual is seized by the awareness that “there is nothing secure, no unquestionable absolute, no halting place at which every experience and thought is brought to a stand.” In this Grenzsituation or “limit-situation,” everything seems to flow and is caught in “a restless movement becoming questionable.”19 Jaspers explained that such limit-situations are typically intolerable and can seldom wrest the individual from the security of his indubitable convictions. The human being most typically lives in a mode of endless striving toward the realization of a carefully ranged hierarchy of values. Occasionally we may confront obstacles, but as a rule these are quickly dispatched and our values hastily reaffirmed. But in limit-situations—such as struggle, death, accident, and guilt—we experience an intensity of suffering and contradiction that permits us to recognize the possibility of a superior existence beyond our limits. In his monumental work from 1932, Philosophy, Jaspers concluded that only a “true shipwreck [echte Scheitern] to whose acceptance I am knowingly and without reservation open, can become a fulfilled cipher of Being.”20 The essential work of the limit-situation was to release the individual for something like a metaphysical self-knowledge, an idea Jaspers reconfirmed in his postwar philosophical study, Von der Wahrheit: “The deepest intimacy with reality is at the same time readiness for true shipwreck.”21 

For these insights concerning the metaphysical lessons of the limit-situation, Jaspers clearly owed a great deal to Kierkegaard and to Nietzsche, both of whom furnished instruments for distinguishing the higher or more genuine self from its quotidian existence. For Kierkegaard it was via the traumatic and radically incommensurable encounter with God that true subjectivity first came into view, whereas for Nietzsche it was thanks only to the recognition of a divine absence that the self could affirm both its own power and the life-enhancing ethic of self-overcoming. Even so, both Kierkegaard and Nietzsche helped Jaspers to theorize the limit-situation as what we might call a principle of metaphysical individuation, a tool for breaking free from the otherwise stultifying effects of modernity. Both were intent on a confrontation with “the living process in man,” though they diverged sharply as to how this individuation was to be achieved: Kierkegaard found this individuation in subjective theism whereas Nietzsche located the path to individuation precisely in the subjective rejection of theism. Yet both were seeking what Jaspers called “the responsibility of the individual, the deepest individualistic sobriety . . . and honesty against all else within.”22 

Some critics reacted with violent displeasure at Jaspers’s theory of the limit-situation because of its unapologetic appeal to the canons of philosophical irrationalism. The neo-Kantian philosopher Heinrich Rickert, who joined Jaspers at Heidelberg in 1916, seemed especially alarmed at what he considered to be Jaspers’s confused mixture of biological and psychological-existential insight in such passages as the following from the Psychology of Worldviews (as quoted by Rickert): “Just as the stalk of a plant, in order to live, requires a certain scaffold-building encasement in wood, so too does life-experience require rationality; but just as the wooden encasement finally takes life from the stalk and makes it into a mere apparatus, so too does the rational have the tendency to harden the soul itself into wood.” From Rickert’s neo-Kantian perspective such metaphorical reveries were a cause for philosophical alarm. Here, he declared, was “antirationalism of modern life-prophecy in its purest form.”23 

Heidegger and Anxiety 

With the publication of Heidegger’s Being and Time in 1927, the theory of the limit-situation achieved a new level of philosophical sophistication. The psychologistic manner of argument that had so troubled Heinrich Rickert (who was, incidentally, Heidegger’s erstwhile teacher in Freiburg) was displaced in favor of a seemingly rigorous phenomenology that seized upon the human being not as a concatenation of biological facts but rather as an ontological structure defined in global terms as “care.” For his own inquiry into Being-toward-death, Heidegger made express mention of its Christian anthropological foundations in both Paul and Calvin—though he took care to acknowledge that his own theory bore its greatest debt to Jaspers’s Psychology of Worldviews and its phenomenon of the limit-situation, even as he disagreed with Jaspers’s argument by noting that the “fundamental significance” of the limit-situation phenomenon “lies beyond any typology of dispositions and world-pictures.”24 Notwithstanding this marked difference in method, Heidegger’s own conception of Being-toward-death clearly owes a great deal to Jaspers, and not just because the limit situation is marked by “anxiety” for one’s own ability to be. The deeper inheritance is metaphysical: like the limit-situation, Being-toward-death affords human existence a privileged and individuated understanding of its very own being. 

To appreciate the further consequences of this inheritance, we should first recall some of the basic contours of Heidegger’s argument in Being and Time. As Heidegger explained, the chief purpose of the book is to explore what he called the “sense of Being” or Seinssinn—that is, an understanding of the basic constitution of things as phenomena revealed to us in our experience. Heidegger distinguishes between ontic knowledge, which concerns our knowledge of a given entity’s facts or properties, from ontological knowledge (after the Greek word for being, on), which characterizes our understanding of an entity’s manner of Being. In Heidegger’s view, this ontological understanding is prerequisite for and indeed essential to ontic experience because, without some rudimentary sense of a given entity’s manner of being, that entity would not show up within our experience at all. And this rule applies to experience as a whole: without some understanding of the world’s manner of being, the world itself simply could not be given to us as a phenomenon. It is for this reason that, following Kant, Heidegger characterizes our sense of Being as a transcendental condition for any and all possible understanding. For it is only by virtue of this ontological understanding that one can make sense of one’s own existence and also of the world as a whole. 

Heidegger believed it to be a distinctive fact about human beings that we possess this ontological understanding as part of our essential endowment, and his essential task in Being and Time was to analyze this ontological understanding. But it is a peculiarity of our ontological knowledge that, because it serves as the constitutive framework for our everyday experience, we would fail to capture its characteristic meaning if we isolated it as a pure concept or a form of intuition. This is because human existence, or Dasein, is incorrigibly bound to its world. Indeed, as Heidegger said, Dasein just is “Being-in-the-world.”25 And because Dasein is Being-in-the-world, it follows that the analysis cannot proceed after the fashion of Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology—that is, by bracketing out the existential factors so as to concentrate upon the acts of pure consciousness. The understanding of Being that accompanies our Being-in-the-world is already dispersed into our worldly manner of existence, and this manner of being exhibits its own “vague, average intelligibility.”26 Because this intelligibility is something that constitutes our own Being-in-the-world, we inhabit it as a feature of our own existence; it is therefore not the sort of thing we could take up for disengaged contemplation. In other words, it is not something we can ever get “in back of” the way Husserl could get in back of existence so as to occupy the privileged position of a transcendental ego. Hence Heidegger claimed that his manner of phenomenological description would have to be not transcendental but hermeneutic—in other words, an inquiry into ontological understanding from within one’s own existence.27 

As if this task were not a sufficient challenge, Heidegger introduced the further idea that, in its average everyday intelligibility, each Dasein grasps both the world and oneself in such a fashion as to obscure Dasein’s “ownmost” (eigenste) manner of being. The self of everyday existence is therefore inauthentic (uneigentlich) and must be distinguished from the manner by which Dasein understands itself in order to make that self-understanding wholly its own (eigens ergriffenen) or authentic (eigentlich).28 It is crucial to note that Heidegger resisted the inference that authenticity is metaphysically distinct from inauthenticity. Rather, authenticity is simply a different manner of understanding one’s own selfhood. As Heidegger explained: “Authentic Being-one’s Self does not rest upon an exceptional condition of the subject, a condition that has been detached from the ‘One’ [das Man]; it is rather an existentiell modification of the ‘One’—of the ‘One’ as an essential existentiale.”29 But such warnings coexist with further claims that underscore the degree to which everyday or inauthentic Dasein remains trapped in a certain misunderstanding of its own being. In fact, just a page earlier Heidegger had written that, “if Dasein discovers the world in its own way [eigens] . . . , if it discloses to itself its own authentic Being, then this discovery of the ‘world’ and this disclosure of Dasein are always accomplished as a clearing-away of concealments and obscurities, as a breaking up of the disguises with which Dasein bars its own way.”30 

The distinction between inauthentic and authentic self-understanding remains a major stumbling block for even the most discerning readers of Heidegger’s early philosophy.31 The difficulty is that, on the one hand, Heidegger argued that Dasein is always inauthentic insofar as its immersion in a world of shared norms and practices determines its own manner of being; on the other hand, Heidegger suggested that somehow Dasein is able to arrive at a deeper understanding of its own manner of being and thereby achieves at least a modification of its average everydayness. The situation is made considerably more perplexing once Heidegger introduced the themes of anxiety and Being-toward-death in Division II, where he suggested that—in rare moments of radical anxiety, when we are confronted with the possibility of our own not-being—we are awakened to a deepened recognition of our ontological constitution. We hear this awakening as a call of conscience: 

To the extent that for Dasein, as care, its Being is an issue, it summons itself as the “they” which is factically falling, and summons itself from its uncanniness towards its potentiality-for-Being. The appeal calls back by calling forth: it calls Dasein forth to the possibility of taking over, in existing, even that thrown entity which it is; it calls Dasein back to its thrownness so as to understand this thrownness as the null basis which it has to take up into existence.32 

The perplexity of such a passage is that it seems as if Dasein is confronted with a metaphysical fact: Dasein is called back to “understand” its own thrownness. But this appears to be just the sort of fact that might be viewed from the disengaged perspective of Cartesian epistemology, as if one’s own being were a merely present-at-hand or vorhanden entity brought forward for inspection: “Uncanniness brings this entity face to face with its undisguised nullity [vor seine unverstellte Nichtigkeit], which belongs to the possibility of its ownmost potentiality-for-Being.”33 

Heidegger later developed this idea even further when he described how, through the awakening to an authentic understanding, Dasein finds it has already resolved upon a new manner of being. In and through this resoluteness, Dasein at last seems to understand itself on its own terms, as if it has at last cleared away the “concealments and obscurities” that formerly barred its way. Accordingly, Heidegger explained that resoluteness “is what first gives authentic transparency [Durchsichtigkeit] to Dasein.”34 But what could transparency mean for a being whose manner of being is a thrownness beyond all recuperation? From what position does Heidegger believe this clear and distinct vision of Dasein’s actual constitution could be achieved? Heidegger naturally denied that he had appealed illicitly to the vantage of metaphysics, and he was careful to note that the call of conscience “gives no information.”35 But we are still left with the conundrum that Heidegger’s language bears at the very least a prima facie resemblance to the discourse of traditional metaphysics, with all its attendant metaphors of concealment and transparency. In the coming years this apparent difficulty would grow only more pronounced. 

What Is Metaphysics? 

When Heidegger delivered his lecture “What Is Metaphysics?” in 1929, the philosophical situation in Germany was radically different that it had been only a decade before. It would have seemed commonplace ten years earlier for philosophers to view science as the paradigm non plus ultra for secure and certain knowledge. The neo-Kantian movements in both Marburg and Southwestern Germany (Freiburg and Heidelberg) were united in their assumption that it was the chief task of philosophy to secure the transcendental principles marking out the spheres of legitimacy for all modes of scientific inquiry, including both the natural sciences and the social sciences.36 Meanwhile, within the discipline of phenomenology, Edmund Husserl’s 1911 manifesto issued the famous desideratum that philosophy should attain the status of a “rigorous science” (strenge Wissenschaft). The phenomenologist’s dictum—“to the things themselves”—remained the watchword for Husserl’s inner circle, even as rival trends in existentialism and life philosophy were beginning to challenge the older master’s authority. 37 

By 1920 critics had observed what they called a “resurrection of metaphysics,” a diverse trend that signaled the near dissolution of both neo-Kantian and phenomenological orthodoxies by the decade’s end. 38 The opening page of Being and Time marks an episode in this transformation. In reference to the “question of Being,” Heidegger writes: “we deem it progressive to give our approval to ‘metaphysics’ again.”39 It is therefore striking that problems identified as metaphysical play almost no overtly constructive role in Heidegger’s magnum opus. Questions about the nature and content of metaphysical inquiry become more explicit in his inaugural address at Freiburg.40 

In light of the high prestige of the sciences only a decade before, what is most striking in the Freiburg address is its rather deflationary characterization of scientific understanding. Science strives to address only what is “essential in all things,” Heidegger averred; and insofar as science fixes its attention solely upon the “entities themselves,” it claims to possess “the first and last word.” One might detect in this formulation Heidegger’s dissent from Husserl’s idea that philosophy could achieve a truly scientific standing only if it could succeed in “bracketing” out all factors extrinsic to the phenomena (or “entities”) in question.41 But much of the language in this early portion of the essay also seems to recall Weber’s characterization of the scientific vocation as a freely chosen commitment to objectivity, a mode of factual inquiry that is pursued wholly for its own sake and irrespective of consequences. Weber had declared that “science . . . presupposes that what is yielded by scientific work is important in the sense that it is ‘worth being known.’ ”42 Similarly, Heidegger described the scientist’s dedicated attention to worldly fact as “a freely chosen stance of human existence.”43 The scientist adopts a stance of “impartiality” in “inquiring, determining, grounding,” so that “a peculiarly delineated submission to beings themselves obtains.”44 Furthermore, although science keeps its vision fixed squarely on the beings in question, its disposition eventually becomes the ground for “a proper though limited leadership in the whole of human existence.”45 Weber himself had suggested that science, when confronted with the ultimate questions of human meaning, can have no answer because such questions lie beyond its technical-rational expertise.46 Yet from Heidegger’s perspective, the refusal of science to confront questions beyond the domain of logic and instrumental rationality betrays an essential weakness. For even while the scientific attitude enjoys a certain preeminence, it remains deeply ignorant of its own metaphysical presuppositions: 

That from which every attitude takes its guidance are beings themselves—and nothing further. That with which the scientific confrontation in the irruption occurs are beings themselves—and beyond that nothing. But what is remarkable is that, precisely in the way scientific man secures to himself what is most properly his, he speaks of something different. What should be examined are beings only, and besides that—nothing; beings alone, and further—nothing; solely beings, and beyond that—nothing.47 

The reiterative strategy in these lines—“this only and otherwise nothing”—seems calculated to leave an impression of thoughtless repetition, as if counting to infinity would be enough to gain knowledge of the infinite universe. The lesson is apparently that science is something like a modernist corruption of what the scholastic philosopher Nicholas de Cusa termed docta ignorantia, or learned ignorance: the sciences today so strongly fasten their attention on the facts before them that they altogether miss the metaphysical premise that warrants their self-imposed restriction—namely, that beyond these facts there is indeed nothing else. But objectivity therefore seems to presuppose the nothing it ignores: 

Science wants to know nothing about the nothing. But even so it is certain that when science tries to express its proper essence it calls upon the nothing for help. It has recourse to what it rejects. What duplicitous state of affairs reveals itself here? With this reflection on our existence at this moment as an existence determined by science we find ourselves enmeshed in a controversy. In the course of this controversy a question has already evolved. It only requires explicit formulation: How is it with the nothing?48 

Heidegger was no doubt aware that the sudden intrusion of a metaphysical question about “the nothing” (das Nichts) would appear startling if not rashly opportunistic. It takes only a moment’s reflection to see that in his characterization of science as caring for nothing else than the entities in question, the word “nothing” is not a substantive phenomenon to be examined but merely an intensifier; in other words, it emphasizes that science is interested only in those entities. The phrases “besides that—nothing,” or “solely beings, and beyond that—nothing” could be rephrased effortlessly into sentences such as “science attends only to its predetermined sphere of entities.” But Heidegger lent the term “nothing” a darkly forbidding quality, which makes it more plausible to conclude his introductory comments with a question about the Nothing. 

If there is warrant for this transformation, then it lies in Heidegger’s assertion that “the nothing is more original than the ‘not’ and negation.”49 Thus Heidegger was aware that he had played what could appear to be little more than a linguistic trick by transforming a negation into a substantive. But his claim is exactly that we have recourse to negation as a logical instrument only because we have a prior experience of negation within our lives.50 This experience is admittedly rare. Our typical manner of Being-in-the-world is to fasten ourselves to entities that furnish the illusion of metaphysical grounding: “we cling to this or that particular being, precisely in our everyday preoccupations, as though we were completely abandoned to this or that region of beings.”51 Indeed it is our typical experience of the world that, even if we cannot comprehend all of what there is, we nonetheless remain immersed in our daily affairs in such a fashion that they cohere and seem to form a seamless and totalizing horizon. In the technical vocabulary of Being and Time, Heidegger characterized this as “average everydayness.”52 

According to Heidegger, the apparent seamlessness of this everyday horizon is a metaphysical illusion, one that can be torn down in the exceptional circumstance that we are seized by a globalized mood (Stimmung) of radical anxiety. Most moods function simply as dispositions that guide us toward our coping with worldly entities, such that they facilitate rather than disrupt the coherence of everyday Being-in-the-world. But anxiety is different insofar as it interrupts the very habit of abandoning ourselves to a specific region of entities: 

In anxiety, we say, “one feels ill at ease [es ist einem unheimlich].” What is “it” that makes “one” feel ill at ease? We cannot say what it is before which one feels ill at ease. As a whole it is so for him. All things and we ourselves sink into indifference. This, however, not in the sense of mere disappearance. Rather in this very receding things turn toward us. The receding of beings as a whole, closing in on us in anxiety, oppresses us. We can get no hold on things. In the slipping away of beings only this “no hold on things” comes over us and remains. Anxiety makes manifest the nothing.53 

Following upon Jaspers’s analysis of the limit-situation, Heidegger found in anxiety an instrument of both destruction and revelation. Anxiety does destroy the meaningfulness of the everyday world and compels the individual to recognize that the world is not truly a home (the literal sense of Unheimlichkeit). Yet this experience is also revelatory in that its rending is total. Anxiety is not merely a flight from particular entities but rather a “bewildered calm” in the face of complete meaninglessness. Anxiety “leaves us hanging because it induces the slipping away of beings as a whole.”54 Hence there is quite literally nothing that has meaning, and we are reduced to a state of “hovering” in a meaningless void. Heidegger hastened to explain that, in such a situation, one can no longer speak coherently of an individuated selfhood because the integrity of the self was conditional upon the integrity of its world. “This implies that we ourselves—we who are in being—in the midst of beings slip away from ourselves. At bottom therefore it is not as though ‘you’ or ‘I’ feel ill at ease; rather it is this way for some ‘one.’ In the altogether unsettling experience of this hovering where there is nothing to hold onto, pure Da-sein is all that is still there.”55 

This unusual phrase—“pure Dasein”—may strike us as a sign that Heidegger had ventured well beyond the familiar waters of existential analysis.56 It evokes once again the quasi-metaphysical notion, already evident in Division II from Being and Time, that Dasein could arrive at a condition of radical transparency or self-knowledge set free from its entanglement with its world. If Heidegger had remained true to his own restriction that authentic Dasein is merely a modification of everyday Dasein, then presumably the notion of pure existence would have been unintelligible. 

But Heidegger did not remain faithful to his own principles. Instead he gave himself license to inject into his philosophy the peculiar idea that anxiety alone fulfills the special and even metaphysical service of singling out the very essence of the human condition. Human existence, Heidegger concluded, is always existence in the midst of the void: “Dasein means: being held out into the nothing.”57 The very appearing of the world as a phenomenon is accordingly possible only if Dasein is there as the site within which entities can be disclosed. Dasein is therefore nothing less than the transcendental condition for the disclosure of the world: “Holding itself out into the nothing, Dasein is in each case already beyond beings as a whole. This being beyond beings we call transcendence.”58 This idea was later recast as the claim that Dasein, as the being for whom there is an understanding of Being, is therefore the clearing—the only site where entities can show up as phenomena at all.59 

As Heidegger explained, this implies that Dasein’s transcendence is the condition for its having a world; indeed, it is the condition for our speaking intelligibly of Dasein’s Being-there at all. “If in the ground of its essence Dasein were not transcending, which now means, if it were not in advance holding itself out into the nothing, then it could never be related to beings nor even to itself. Without the original revelation of the nothing, no self-hood and no freedom.”60 However, this means that “human existence can relate to beings only if it holds itself out into the nothing.” Dasein’s “transcendence”—its “going-beyond-beings”—thus belongs to Dasein’s very essence. Yet because this “going beyond” is conventionally ascribed to metaphysics, it follows that metaphysics belongs to the “nature of man.” Metaphysics is “neither a division of academic philosophy nor a field of arbitrary notions. Metaphysics is the fundamental occurrence in our Dasein. It is that Dasein itself.”61 

Heidegger concluded his lecture with the bold affirmation that Dasein’s transcendence is thus the condition for all knowledge, including scientific knowledge. Neo-Kantian theorists of science (such as Heinrich Rickert) who concerned themselves with working out the logic of the natural or the human sciences are mistaken because “the nothing” is the origin of logical negation rather than the other way around: “If the power of the intellect in the field of inquiry into the nothing and into Being is thus shattered, then the destiny of the reign of ‘logic’ in philosophy is thereby decided. The idea of ‘logic’ itself disintegrates in the turbulence of a more originary questioning.”62 Heidegger granted that “scientific existence” exhibits its very own manner of “simplicity and aptness” insofar as it devotes itself to examining entities within a predefined knowledge domain (such as history, biology, theology, or physics). But this devotion is also a mark of arrogance, since science “would like to dismiss the nothing with a lordly wave of the hand.”63 Yet Heidegger also showed that even scientific existence is possible—and, more importantly, it understands itself for what it is—only if it holds onto its awareness of the nothing: 

But in our inquiry concerning the nothing it has by now become manifest that scientific existence is possible only if in advance it holds itself out into the nothing. It understands itself for what it is only when it does not surrender the nothing. The presumed soberness of mind and superiority of science become laughable when it does not take the nothing seriously. Only because the nothing is manifest can science make beings themselves objects of investigation. Only if science exists on the base of metaphysics can it fulfill in ever-renewed ways its essential task, which is not to amass and classify bits of knowledge, but to disclose in ever-renewed fashion the entire expanse of truth in nature and history.64

As noted at the beginning of this section, the entirety of Heidegger’s Freiburg address seems to have been directed against a certain conception of the sciences and a correlative conception of philosophy as itself a rigorous science (Husserl) or, at the very least, a transcendental critique whose purpose is to ground scientific claims to knowledge (Cohen, Rickert). It is therefore unsurprising that Heidegger declared, near the close of his address, that “no amount of scientific rigor [Strenge der Wissenschaft] attains to the seriousness of metaphysics.” And because metaphysics is the core discipline of all philosophy, Heidegger issued the final verdict that “philosophy can never be measured by the standard of the idea of science.”65 

The Metaphysics of Meaninglessness 

“Science today,” observed Max Weber in his Munich address, “is a ‘vocation’ organized in special disciplines in the service of self-clarification and knowledge of interrelated facts. It is not the gift of grace of seers and prophets dispensing sacred values and revelations, nor does it partake of the contemplation of sages and philosophers about the meaning of the universe.”66 The mood was thick with disillusionment. Speaking in the immediate aftermath of the Bolshevik revolution and during the devastation of the war’s final year, Weber addressed himself to a mostly student assembly, members of Munich’s left-liberal Freistudentische Bund, alongside soldiers either recently returned or on furlough.67 He spoke of the limits of science, primarily warning his auditors that they should not hope to find in science a substitute for the theological or philosophical meanings it had displaced. Disenchantment, he claimed, was “the inescapable condition of our historical situation.”68 Implicit already in Weber’s idea of the scientific vocation was an ethic of stoic heroism, of strength in the face of the void. This call to strength no doubt fell on receptive ears and helped to nourish what Andreas Huyssen has diagnosed as the “cult of hardness and invulnerability” that emerged with particular vigor after the war’s traumas.69 But for Weber it was not the soldier but chiefly the scientist who was called on to cultivate an ethic of stoic calm. For even while science (broadly construed), or instrumental reason, was singularly responsible for having evacuated the cosmos of meaning, it was the scientist alone who had the fortitude to recognize the truth of our modern condition. 

Karl Jaspers was surely one thinker who read Weber’s theories concerning the disenchantment of the world as a call to take up the problem of modernity’s nihilism as a matter of urgent philosophical concern. The image of rationalization that informed Jasper’s existential philosophy bears a resemblance to Weber’s stahlhartes Gehäuse, but the Weberian concept speaks primarily to routinized socioeconomic behavior whereas, in Jaspers’s hands, it becomes a psychological and even biological imperative. The common thread is the notion that the individual is imprisoned in an instrumental-rationalist shell for which subjective meaning can offer only a provisional solace. Meaning is subjective, and human reality is otherwise meaningless. It is critical to note that this vision of scientific rationality was hardly inevitable; nor was it necessary to conclude that science yields only facts and otherwise reveals the void. This conclusion was largely the consequence of a neo-Kantian epistemology that drew a razor-sharp line between facts and significance. It was Jaspers’s ironic achievement that he borrowed what was essentially a neo-Kantian theory of science and injected it with a strong measure of irrationalist pathos. To be human, Jaspers maintained, is to live within rationalized boundaries, but genuine self-understanding requires recognition and transgression of these boundaries. A “limit-situation” accordingly affords the individual a glimpse of his own metaphysical reality, an insight that is the precondition for freedom. 

Heidegger’s concept of anxiety owes a strong and acknowledged debt to Jaspers’s limit-situation, although clearly it also has antecedents in Kierkegaard (as Samuel Moyn documents in his contribution to this volume). An important difference is that what Jaspers considered an anthropological fact became for Heidegger an ontological phenomenon for disclosing Dasein’s more authentic manner of being. But Heidegger retained, and perhaps even fortified, the notion that there is a higher truth to the human condition that can be revealed only in a rare moment of intense and typically mortal dread. Like Jaspers, Heidegger argued that the human being in its everyday affairs evades this higher truth because its revelation would be traumatic. Even the scientist who attends to the entities within a given sphere of inquiry does not wish to know about the “nothing” that lies just beyond his research. The scientific conception of reality thus provides a perfect illustration for how science, and instrumental reason more generally, conspires to obscure a proper understanding of the human condition. 

Weber concluded his Munich address by conceding that not everyone could withstand such greater knowledge: “To the person who cannot bear the fate of the times like a man,” he declared, “one must say: may he rather return silently, without the usual publicity build-up of renegades, but simply and plainly. The arms of the old churches are opened widely and compassionately for him.”70 Weber abstained from any explicit judgment concerning those who chose a religious return. But his words conveyed the harsh verdict that religion signified retreat, a refuge for those who lacked true courage. Weber did not mean for his verdict to become the groundwork for a new, post-Nietzschean ethic. But in the foregoing analysis I have tried to show how German existentialism would not have emerged as it did if it had not embraced something like the Weberian conception of modernity. The inheritance may strike us as deeply ironic, since Heidegger’s Freiburg address expressed disdain for what science might achieve. However, Heidegger’s own disclosure of human groundlessness depends upon a distinctive interpretation of science as having cleared the world of all its prior metaphysical supports.71 For it is only if one subscribes to the Weberian narrative of disenchantment that one would be prone to accept its image of contemporary meaninglessness. But this, too, is a metaphysical picture: the Nothing is the vacancy that remains after the death of God. 
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