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Existentialism Was the Leading Philosophy: A
Deep Dive into its Reign and Enduring Legacy

Have you ever felt utterly alone in a meaningless universe? Ever questioned
the very fabric of your existence? If so, you'’re tapping into the core
anxieties that fueled existentialism, a philosophical movement that, for a
period, dominated intellectual discourse. This isn't just a dry academic
exploration; existentialism resonated deeply with a generation grappling with
profound societal shifts and personal crises. This blog post will explore why
existentialism held such sway, examining its key tenets, influential figures,
and its lasting impact on art, literature, and even our everyday lives. We'll
delve into the reasons behind its rise to prominence and why, even today, its
guestions continue to echo.

The Rise of Existentialism: A World in Flux

Existentialism's rise wasn't a sudden explosion; it was a simmering response
to a world grappling with upheaval. The two World Wars shattered previous
certainties, leaving individuals questioning traditional values and
established systems. The rapid technological advancements of the Industrial
Revolution, coupled with the rise of secularism, further eroded faith in
traditional religious and societal structures. People felt adrift, seeking
meaning in a world that seemed increasingly absurd.

Existentialism, with its focus on individual freedom, responsibility, and the
search for meaning in a seemingly meaningless universe, offered a compelling
answer—or at least a framework for grappling with these anxieties. It
provided a space for exploring the human condition in its rawest form,
acknowledging the inherent absurdity and uncertainty of life. This resonated
deeply with a generation yearning for authenticity and personal expression.

Key Figures Shaping the Existentialist Landscape

Several pivotal thinkers shaped the course of existentialism. While their
perspectives varied, they shared a common thread: a focus on individual
existence and the freedom to define one's own meaning.

Sgren Kierkegaard: Often considered the "father" of existentialism,
Kierkegaard emphasized the importance of individual subjective experience and
the leap of faith required to embrace existence. He championed authenticity
and rejected the conformity of societal norms.



Friedrich Nietzsche: Nietzsche's critique of traditional morality and his
concept of the "Ubermensch" (overman) profoundly influenced existentialist
thought. He challenged the prevailing values of his time, advocating for
self-overcoming and the creation of one's own values.

Jean-Paul Sartre: A key figure of 20th-century existentialism, Sartre
famously declared that "existence precedes essence." This means that
individuals are born into existence without a pre-defined purpose or nature,
and are free to create their own essence through their choices and actions.
His concept of "bad faith" — the denial of one's freedom and responsibility —
became a central theme in existentialist philosophy.

Albert Camus: Camus explored the absurdity of the human condition, arguing
that life is inherently meaningless yet we must still rebel against this
absurdity and live authentically. His concept of the "absurd hero" resonated
with many who felt alienated in a seemingly meaningless world.

Simone de Beauvoir: De Beauvoir brought a feminist perspective to
existentialism, examining the social and existential conditions of women. Her
work highlighted the ways in which societal structures limit women's freedom
and self-creation.

Existentialism's Influence Beyond Philosophy

Existentialism's impact extended far beyond academic circles. It deeply
influenced various artistic and literary movements:

Literature: Novels like Albert Camus' "The Stranger" and Jean-Paul Sartre's

"Nausea" captured the existential angst of the time. The focus on individual
experience and the search for meaning permeated countless works of fiction,

shaping the narrative landscape.

Theatre: Existentialist themes explored the human condition through dramatic
portrayals of individual struggles and choices. Sartre's plays, such as "No
Exit," powerfully illustrate the concepts of freedom and responsibility.

Art: Existentialist ideas found expression in various art forms, often
reflecting the anxieties and uncertainties of the period. The works of
artists like Francis Bacon and Alberto Giacometti exemplify the dark and
introspective nature of existentialism's influence.

Psychology: Existentialist psychology emphasizes individual responsibility,
free will, and the search for meaning in a seemingly meaningless world. This

approach profoundly impacted therapeutic practices, emphasizing self-
awareness and personal growth.

The Decline and Enduring Legacy of Existentialism

While existentialism held a dominant position for a considerable time, its



influence waned as newer philosophical movements emerged. Post-structuralism,
postmodernism, and other schools of thought challenged some of
existentialism's core tenets. However, the questions raised by existentialism
continue to resonate today. Its focus on individual freedom, responsibility,
and the search for meaning remains relevant in a world still grappling with
uncertainty and existential anxieties.

Conclusion

Existentialism's reign as a leading philosophy was a direct response to the
tumultuous historical context in which it emerged. It offered a framework for
understanding the human condition in the face of profound uncertainty and
societal shifts. While its dominance may have faded, its impact on
literature, art, psychology, and our understanding of ourselves remains
profound and enduring. The questions it raised—about freedom, responsibility,
meaning, and the absurdity of existence—continue to challenge and inspire us
today. Its legacy is not just a chapter in the history of philosophy; it's a
living dialogue that continues to shape our understanding of the human
experience.

FAQs

1. Is existentialism pessimistic? While existentialism acknowledges the
inherent difficulties and uncertainties of life, it's not inherently
pessimistic. It emphasizes the importance of creating one's own meaning
and taking responsibility for one's actions, even in the face of
absurdity.

1. How is existentialism different from nihilism? Existentialism and
nihilism are often conflated, but they differ significantly. Nihilism
asserts that life is inherently meaningless and that there are no
objective values. Existentialism, while acknowledging the lack of
inherent meaning, emphasizes the individual's freedom to create their
own meaning and values.

1. What are some practical applications of existentialist thought?
Existentialist principles can be applied to various aspects of life,
from making conscious choices about one's career and relationships to
confronting difficult emotions and embracing personal responsibility. It
encourages self-awareness and authenticity.



1. Is existentialism relevant in today's world? Absolutely. In a world
characterized by rapid technological change, social upheaval, and
increasing uncertainty, the questions raised by existentialism — about
meaning, freedom, and responsibility — remain profoundly relevant.

1. What are some good resources to learn more about existentialism? Start
with works by the key figures mentioned above (Kierkegaard, Nietzsche,
Sartre, Camus, de Beauvoir). There are also many excellent introductory
books and online resources available that provide accessible overviews
of existentialist thought.
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