Midterm Study Guide




        Exam Date: 10.23.07

EXISTENTIALISM
PHIL 208-01

For the midterm I shall choose two of the following questions. You will write essays on both of those two questions.

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. Books on ethics often begin with a view of the self, since whatever is best for selves turns on whatever a self is. 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” 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? Of these three philosophers, who makes the best case for his view of the self?

3. 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? 
4. Introduce Kierkegaard’s notions of objective certainty, objective uncertainty, and subjective truth. How do these notions apply to religious faith, especially insofar as “faith is just the contradiction between inwardness’s infinite passion and objective certainty.” Now discuss Nietzsche’s critique of the will to truth. What role, by contrast, does religious faith play in his account? Although he criticizes objectivity, what is the “future ‘objectivity’” that Nietzsche proposes instead? How does this ‘objectivity’ differ from Kierkegaard’s subjective truth?
5. One of the major themes of existentialism is individuality. Indeed, the motto “existence precedes essence” is a technical way of saying that everyone is an individual, whether he likes it or not. Both Kierkegaard and Nietzsche prize individuality, arguably above everything else. Following Kierkegaard’s program of “upbuilding,” how does one become a genuine individual? Following Nietzsche’s Zarathustra, how do you “become who you are,” as he invites you to do? Which philosopher more successfully endows us with individuality? Critically evaluate the solutions of each.

6. 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, 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?
7. Both Kierkegaard and Nietzsche appear to be deeply ethical thinkers, even though both would bristle at that description. 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?

8. What did Socrates assert about the relationship between will and knowledge in Plato’s Meno? What was his argument for this assertion? How does Kierkegaard summarize Socrates’ assertion, under “The Socratic Definition of Sin”? How does Kierkegaard dispute this definition? What does he, by contrast, think of the relationship between will and knowledge? Does he successfully refute Socrates? Finally, how does Nietzsche resemble Kierkegaard in this regard? Are there any differences between their views? 
9. Kierkegaard compares spiritual despair to bodily illness. Of the analogies he notices between these two conditions, describe three. What are two disanalogies he notices? Why should we expect Kierkegaard to find some disanalogies between spiritual and bodily illness, despite their similarities? Nietzsche likewise discusses spiritual ailments in bodily terms. Locate a few instances of him doing this, and then discuss more generally the relation between soul and body in Nietzsche. Why do we find in his writing none of those disanalogies credited by Kierkegaard.
10. The Sickness Unto Death is a popular book even among those who do not accept Christianity, not to mention those who do not believe in God. Atheist psychologists consider Kierkegaard a master at distinguishing many different varieties of despair, whatever one’s religious beliefs. Describe each of the following three varieties—first by an abstract definition, and then by an example of a character (whether of Kierkegaard’s making or your own, so long as its lineaments are clear enough to illustrate the definition): (i) unconscious despair, (ii) conscious despair that is not to will to be oneself, (iii) conscious despair that is to will to be oneself. According to Kierkegaard, which is least severe, which most, and why? Can atheist psychologists agree with these evaluations as well as these distinctions?
11. To help present his philosophical views in Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Nietzsche makes use of several literary devices, such as narrative structure and foreshadowing. Please give an argument for whether you think these devices contribute to the philosophy expressed in this text. Your argument should refer to one of the following tropes: (i) the great noon; (ii) the adder, snake, and worm; or (iii) the stillest hour. Define the notion, but also examine what role this event or idea plays in the narrative of the story, as well as how it is foreshadowed and developed throughout the story.  After giving this detailed explanation of how one of these functions within the text, please evaluate whether or not you think that this literary dimension contributes to the significance of any of the following major ideas: self-overcoming, the overman, or the eternal recurrence. In other words, is it important to consider the literary elements of the story when trying to understand the major philosophical ideas of the text? Or is the literary dimension of the text something that one may brush aside in order to get at the philosophical core?

12. Kierkegaard describes two opposing varieties of despair, one that is possibility’s despair (lacking necessity), the other that is necessity’s despair (lacking possibility). Briefly describe this opposition. Focusing on the second, necessity’s despair, or fatalism, present Kierkegaard’s case that faith in God is its only solution? Turning to Nietzsche, describe the greatest offense to the will, which is his own version of necessity’s despair. How, ironically, does he propose to redeem himself from this despair? Which philosopher more successfully endows us with freedom? Critically evaluate the solutions of each.
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