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EXISTENTIALISM

PHIL 208-01

In the exam booklets provided, write legible essays about the following topics, dividing your time roughly between them:

1. Kierkegaard complains about “the present age.” Name the principal points of his complaint and explain each one. Do these complaints apply to the early 21st century as much as to the mid-19th? Are we still, in other words, in the present age? Now describe Nietzsche’s complaints about the same age, embodied in the last man. (Relevant passages include Zarathustra’s Prologue, 5, and On Passing By from Part III.) Are Nietzsche’s complaints more or less accurate than Kierkegaard’s? That said, are the similarities between these two sets of complaints striking enough to make the existentialism of 19th century Europe still applicable to 21st century America? 

2. Without God, Kierkegaard’s philosophy is senseless, and yet he never bothers to prove His existence. Why not? Nietzsche’s philosophical hero, Zarathustra, begins his ministry to those below by declaring that God is dead, and yet he offers no arguments against His existence. Why not? Why, in general, are these existentialists so contemptuous of deductive argument? (Themes to consider: reason vs. passion, objectivity vs. subjectivity, particularity vs. abstraction, consciousness and communication vs. unconsciousness, the superstitions of the people vs. the creator of values.) What are their correlative attitudes towards scholars and professors? Are these attitudes mere sour grapes over academic disappointment, or are there deeper philosophical justifications at work?

