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The final exam will present you with one question from each of the following sections. You will thus write three essays, one on each of these three questions. The first two together should occupy about an hour (thirty minutes each). Devote the remaining hour to the final question.
Section I: Freedom (30 minutes)
1. In this course we read two selections from two novels of Dostoevsky, Notes from Underground and The Brothers Karamazov. In the first, the unnamed protagonist boasts that his liver is diseased and that he has never sought treatment for it. Why not? How does he explain this decision by thoughts about rationality and freedom? To what lengths does he think humans will go to assert their freedom? In the second selection, the Grand Inquisitor calls freedom a fearful burden. Why? According to him, humans will go to great lengths to surrender their freedom. To whom, in his view, have they surrendered it most perfectly? Why must he therefore forbid Christ from returning to earth? Comparing both of these selections, do you see a conflict in Dostoevsky’s thoughts about freedom? What might Dostoevsky be saying about it?

2. Marcel asks what it is to be free. Recognizing the effect of historical and political circumstances on philosophical speculation—especially the threat of brainwashing to the ancient Stoic notion of an inner citadel of freedom—he claims that one cannot ask this question properly in a country that is not free. Assuming that we are now in a free country, present Marcel’s answer to his question. You should begin by discussing the two Nietzschean claims with which Marcel begins: ‘God is dead’ and ‘Man is in his death throes.’ For Nietzsche, the truth of the first produced the truth of the second. How? For Marcel, by contrast, the truth of the second produces the mistaken appearance of the truth of the first. Why does he think man is in his death throes? Why does he think this produces the mistaken appearance that God is dead? What solution, ironically, does he offer those who wish to correct this appearance? How coherent is this solution?
3. Fatalists, or determinists (as they are also called), argue for their position with the following dilemma: events are either caused (and thus determined by their causes) or uncaused (which is to say random); no position appears to remain for freedom between these exhaustive options. Yet the ‘Paris Mandarins’ whom we read at the end of the semester (Sartre, de Beauvoir, Merleau-Ponty) offer an understanding of freedom that seems to make room for freedom between the poles of the fatalists’ dilemma. By first contrasting and then conflating freedom and facticity, as did the Paris Mandarins, show how freedom is logically possible. An important premise in their argument is the claim that, properly understood, we make the world. What do they say in defense of this claim? Why does it place upon the shoulders of each individual the heaviest burden of responsibility? Are we indeed so responsible?
Section II: Ethics (30 minutes)
4. Books on ethics often begin with a view of the self, since ethics aims at what is best for selves, and whatever is best for selves turns on the nature of the self. As we saw, Aristotle began his Nicomachean Ethics in this way. What are you, according to Aristotle, and thus what is the best sort of life for you? Kierkegaard too begins his book of “upbuilding,” or ethics, with a dense chapter on the self. What is Kierkegaard’s view of it? Nietzsche, finally, has Zarathustra speak about the self. What is his view? How do the existentialist philosophers depart from Aristotle? Is this a warranted departure? Of these three philosophers, who makes the best case for his view of the self? 
5. Both Kierkegaard and Nietzsche appear to be deeply ethical thinkers, even though both would likely bristle at that description. After all, each one thinks there is a best life, even if he would not characterize it so distinctly as Aristotle did. What are the three lives between which Kierkegaard thinks we must choose, and which of these three does he implicitly enjoin us to choose? When it comes to Nietzsche, there are many types of lives—name some of them—but which is the one he explicitly enjoins us to lead? What similarities and differences do these two ideal lives exhibit? By enjoining these ideals, do both Kierkegaard and Nietzsche contradict themselves? Are they moralists despite themselves?

6. Despite their stark disagreements over the role of God and religion in philosophy, both Unamuno and Camus repudiate suicide. Indeed, their philosophies show an even deeper structural similarity when it comes to the ethical ideal: Unamuno promotes the tragic sense of life, an inescapable conflict between the longings of the heart and the edicts of the head; Camus, for his part, promotes the absurd sensibility, a courageous suspension between nostalgia for unity and familiarity, on one hand, and a sober recognition of the world’s indifference and fragmentation, on the other. First elaborate and explain the structural similarity of their ethics. Next, show how each understands the action of suicide and thereby repudiates this action. Finally, in light of these deep similarities, discuss their differences over God, religion, and the role of hope. Are these differences incidental to their philosophies, particularly their ethics, or do they produce ultimately contrary philosophies? In either case, which is superior? 
Section III: Main Themes (1 hour)
Each of the themes listed below has been of critical importance to at least three of the four existentialist thinkers we have examined in depth this semester (Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Unamuno, and Camus). The exam will present you with one of these themes, or a set of related ones, and you will write a comprehensive essay discussing the role played by this theme (or these themes) in these philosophies (discuss at least three philosophies; but whenever applicable, discuss all four). While respecting the particularity and context of each philosopher, highlight the similarities between them when it comes to this theme (or these themes). Is there a deep consensus among the existentialists, despite their apparent differences? Or are the divergences more salient? Whenever there are divergences, be sure to argue for whichever philosophy you consider to be superior.
i. Meaning vs. Meaninglessness (or Purpose vs. Purposelessness)
ii. (Self-)Consciousness vs. Unconsciousness
iii. Individuality vs. Abstraction
iv. Revolt vs. Conformity
v. Freedom
vi. Creativity

vii. Finitude vs. Infinity
viii. Subjectivity vs. Objectivity
ix. Will vs. Knowledge
x. Passion vs. Reason
xi. Faith, Hope, and Love
xii. Despair, Nausea, Nihilism 

xiii. Absurdity and Tragedy

xiv. Suicide
xv. Death and Time
xvi. God and Heaven
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