Second Paper

      
    Existentialism PHIL 208-01    
          
Due: 11.27.07

Write a paper of 8–12 pages that addresses one of the seven topics below. Each paper, whichever topic it addresses, must begin with a clear and concise introduction. In this introduction, as with that of your first paper, begin by presenting the problem to be addressed, then forecast your thesis and the structure of the argument you will deploy to justify this thesis.

Each topic below pits against one another two of the philosophers we have studied, focusing on one of the main questions we have discussed. Unlike your first paper, then, you have considerable choice of topics. Like your first paper, however, this one should have a dialectical structure: after a short introduction, make the case for one of the philosophers, then make the case for the other, before concluding with a few pages that assess the results of this contest of ideas. 

All other stipulations about the format of this paper can be found on the prompt for the first paper. As mentioned there, all other guidelines for the writing of philosophy papers can be found in A Rulebook for Arguments, just as all other guidelines for the writing of English prose can be found in The Elements of Style. Slips in thought, expression, and citation that were tolerated last time because it was your first paper will not meet this second time with the same indulgence.
Topics

1. In “The Grand Inquisitor” (from The Brothers Karamazov), Dostoevsky—a devout Russian Orthodox Christian—presents us with a sharp attack against the Catholic Church. What is this attack, and how threatening is it to the Catholic Faith? Does it accurately portray the Church? Do its charges against Her stick? By contrast, throughout Tragic Sense of Life, Unamuno offers a spirited defense of Catholicism. What is this defense, and how effectively does it champion the Catholic Church? Does it accurately portray the Catholic Faith? Can it be used to parry the Grand Inquisitor’s charges? Or do the charges of the Grand Inquisitor apply equally to Unamuno, an apologist of a corrupt institution? Who emerges victorious from this contest over Catholicism, the Inquisitor or Unamuno?
2. Although both Christians, Kierkegaard and Unamuno characterize the existential problem differently: the first as ‘despair,’ the second as ‘tragedy.’ What are the central differences between these characterizations? For Kierkegaard, present his notion of despair, and some of its most important varieties, but also his critique of the tragic hero (from Fear and Trembling, “Is there such a thing as the teleological suspension of the ethical?”). For Unamuno, present his notion of the tragic sense of life, and some of the ways that one can deviate from this laudable sense. For both authors, be sure to show how these differences over the existential problem are rooted in their wider philosophies. Who emerges victorious in this contest over the existential problem, Kierkegaard or Unamuno?

3. Both Kierkegaard and Unamuno propose religious responses to the existential problem. Quickly characterize their differences over the nature of this problem (‘despair’ versus ‘tragedy’) in order to move to a discussion of their differing responses to this problem. Both philosophers are Christian, but one is Protestant, the other Catholic. What consequences do their creedal differences have for their competing views of the Godhead, the human self, and the relationship between the two? Focus especially on the question of the human self, noting how their differences about it can be correlated with the institutional differences of Protestantism and Catholicism. Who emerges victorious from this contest over Christian salvation, the Protestant or the Catholic, Kierkegaard or Unamuno?

4. Self-consciousness is a goal—albeit a problematic one—for both Nietzsche and Unamuno. Show how each philosopher makes the achievement of self-consciousness his goal, but also show how he presents theoretical obstacles to its achievement. After all, both philosophers celebrate passion, the body, and the unconscious as wellsprings of neglected wisdom. In order to expose these goals and these obstacles you must present their rival views of the human self. Can either Nietzsche or Unamuno resolve this tension in his philosophy between the quest for heightened self-consciousness and the unconscious wisdom of the body? Whether or not either can, who emerges victorious from this contest over the self, conscious and unconscious: Nietzsche or Unamuno?

5. Unamuno thinks we all hunger for immortality. What are the exact demands of this hunger? Why are these demands tragic? What are the costs of acceding to them? What are the costs of rejecting them? Nietzsche also felt a hunger for immortality; the greatest offense to the will, according to Zarathustra, is time. Present Nietzsche’s response to this offense, the doctrine of the eternal return. How successful a response is it? Present and evaluate Unamuno’s estimation of this Nietzschean doctrine and the man who proposed it. Then present and evaluate Nietzsche’s diagnosis of thinkers like Unamuno and their consequent doctrines. Who emerges victorious from this contest over eternity, Unamuno or Nietzsche?

6. Both Nietzsche and Unamuno are philosophers of love. Nietzsche saw his philosophy as a way, perhaps the only way, to learn to love life. Unamuno too thought that his philosophy, and apparently his philosophy alone, taught genuine love. This love requires pity, he taught, and yet Nietzsche thought pity inimical to true love. There could hardly be a starker contrast when it comes to the relationship between love and pity. Present and evaluate their rival thinking about this relationship.  Who emerges victorious from this contest over love and pity, Nietzsche or Unamuno?

7. In “Mythology of the Beyond” (and elsewhere), Unamuno proposes an elaborate, and admittedly speculative, vision of heaven. What is this vision, and how does it follow from the rest of this philosophy—on immortality and personal identity; on the God who is Supreme Reason and the God who is Supreme Love; on the human heart, the human head, and the tragic sense of life? In “On the Hinterworldly” (and elsewhere), Nietzsche criticzes the belief in heaven. Do his criticisms threaten Unamuno’s vision? If not, why not? If so, how? Who emerges victorious in this contest over heaven, Unamuno or Nietzsche?
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