
existentialism was the leading philosophy

existentialism was the leading philosophy in the mid-20th century, profoundly shaping
intellectual thought, literature, and cultural movements across the globe. Rooted in the exploration of
human freedom, individuality, and the search for meaning, existentialism challenged traditional
philosophical norms and offered a fresh perspective on the human condition. This article delves into
the historical emergence of existentialism, its core principles, and its impact on various fields such as
literature, psychology, and theology. Additionally, it examines the key figures who championed this
philosophy and how existentialism continues to influence contemporary thought. By understanding
why existentialism was the leading philosophy, readers gain insight into its enduring relevance and
transformative power.
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The Historical Context of Existentialism
Existentialism emerged as a dominant philosophical movement primarily during the 19th and 20th
centuries, particularly gaining traction after World War II. This period was marked by significant social,
political, and economic upheaval, which fueled a widespread sense of uncertainty and disillusionment.
The devastation wrought by two world wars, the rise of totalitarian regimes, and rapid
industrialization contributed to a crisis of meaning for many intellectuals and ordinary people alike.
Within this turbulent context, existentialism was the leading philosophy that addressed the
fundamental questions of human existence, freedom, and authenticity.

Philosophical Precursors
The roots of existentialism can be traced back to earlier philosophers such as Søren Kierkegaard and
Friedrich Nietzsche. Kierkegaard emphasized the individual’s subjective experience and the
importance of personal choice in the face of an absurd world. Nietzsche challenged traditional moral
values and introduced the concept of the “Übermensch” or “overman,” advocating for self-
overcoming and the creation of new values. These foundational ideas set the stage for the
existentialist movement that would develop in the 20th century.

Post-World War II Intellectual Climate
After the horrors of World War II, existentialism resonated deeply with those grappling with questions
of despair, alienation, and human freedom. The philosophy’s focus on individual responsibility and the



search for meaning amid chaos made it highly relevant. The existentialist movement flourished in
Europe, particularly in France, where thinkers and writers used it as a framework to explore the
human condition in a fractured world.

Core Principles of Existentialist Philosophy
Existentialism was the leading philosophy in articulating several fundamental concepts about human
existence. Its core principles revolve around themes such as freedom, authenticity, absurdity, and the
individual's relationship to the world. These ideas collectively challenge deterministic and essentialist
views of human nature and instead emphasize personal experience and choice.

Freedom and Responsibility
A central tenet of existentialism is the idea that human beings are free agents responsible for their
own actions and choices. This freedom is not merely the absence of constraints but carries the weight
of responsibility for creating meaning and values in an otherwise indifferent universe. The recognition
of this freedom often leads to what existentialists call “anguish” or “existential anxiety.”

Authenticity and Individuality
Existentialism stresses the importance of living authentically, which means acting in accordance with
one’s true self rather than conforming to external pressures or societal expectations. Authenticity
involves embracing one’s freedom and making deliberate choices that reflect personal values and
beliefs. This principle encourages individuals to confront the realities of existence honestly and
courageously.

The Absurd and Meaning
The concept of the absurd highlights the conflict between humans’ desire for inherent meaning and
the silent, indifferent universe. Existentialists assert that life has no predetermined meaning, and it is
up to each individual to create their own purpose. This confrontation with absurdity is a defining
feature of existentialist thought.

Prominent Existentialist Thinkers
Several philosophers have been instrumental in developing and popularizing existentialism as the
leading philosophy of their time. Their works continue to influence philosophical discourse and cultural
understanding of human existence.

Jean-Paul Sartre
Jean-Paul Sartre is perhaps the most renowned existentialist thinker, known for his extensive writings
on freedom, consciousness, and bad faith. His seminal work, "Being and Nothingness," explores the
nature of being and the human condition. Sartre famously declared that “existence precedes
essence,” emphasizing that individuals define themselves through actions rather than any
predetermined nature.



Simone de Beauvoir
Simone de Beauvoir made significant contributions to existentialism, particularly in the context of
feminism and ethics. Her book "The Second Sex" applies existentialist concepts to analyze the
oppression of women and argues for liberation through authentic self-definition. Beauvoir’s work
underscores existentialism’s applicability to social and political issues.

Albert Camus
Albert Camus, often associated with existentialism though he rejected the label, explored themes of
absurdity and rebellion. His essays and novels, such as "The Myth of Sisyphus" and "The Stranger,"
investigate how individuals confront a meaningless world and the choice to live with defiance and
dignity.

Existentialism’s Influence on Literature and Art
The prominence of existentialism extended beyond philosophy into literature, theater, and the visual
arts. It provided artists with a framework to explore themes of alienation, freedom, and the human
struggle for meaning.

Existentialist Literature
Existentialist writers often depicted characters facing moral dilemmas, isolation, and the search for
identity. Their narratives emphasized subjective experience and the complexity of human freedom.

Franz Kafka’s works portray existential anxiety and absurdity in bureaucratic societies.

Samuel Beckett’s plays, such as "Waiting for Godot," highlight the absurdity and uncertainty of
life.

Fyodor Dostoevsky’s novels explore existential themes of faith, despair, and free will.

Artistic Expressions
Visual artists and filmmakers also drew inspiration from existentialist ideas, creating works that
reflect existential themes through abstract forms, stark imagery, and narratives emphasizing
individual experience. This cross-disciplinary influence helped solidify existentialism as a leading
cultural movement.

Impact on Psychology and Theology
Existentialism influenced various academic disciplines, notably psychology and theology, by offering
new approaches to understanding human behavior and spirituality.

Existential Psychology
Existential psychology focuses on human freedom, choice, and the search for meaning as central to



mental health. Pioneers like Viktor Frankl developed logotherapy, a therapeutic approach
emphasizing purpose as a means to overcome suffering. This branch of psychology diverges from
purely behaviorist or psychoanalytic models by addressing existential concerns directly.

Existential Theology
In theology, existentialism challenged established religious doctrines by focusing on personal faith
and the individual's encounter with existence. Thinkers like Paul Tillich and Karl Jaspers integrated
existentialist ideas into Christian theology, emphasizing existential doubt, the human condition, and
the quest for authentic belief.

Legacy and Contemporary Relevance
Although existentialism as a formal movement peaked in the mid-20th century, its principles remain
influential in contemporary philosophy, cultural studies, and social theory. The emphasis on individual
freedom, responsibility, and authenticity continues to resonate amid modern existential challenges
such as technological change, globalization, and social alienation.

Continued Philosophical Influence
Modern existential and phenomenological philosophers build upon existentialism’s legacy to address
issues of identity, ethics, and human rights. The philosophy’s insistence on subjective experience and
moral autonomy informs debates in bioethics, political theory, and humanistic psychology.

Existentialism in Popular Culture
Existentialist themes persist in contemporary literature, film, and art, reflecting ongoing concerns
about meaning, freedom, and the absurd. The philosophy’s influence is evident in genres exploring
dystopian futures, identity crises, and the human psyche, attesting to its enduring appeal and
significance.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is existentialism and why was it considered the leading
philosophy?
Existentialism is a philosophical movement that emphasizes individual existence, freedom, and
choice. It was considered the leading philosophy in the mid-20th century because it addressed the
human condition in the aftermath of World War II, focusing on themes like meaning, absurdity, and
authenticity.

Who are the key figures associated with existentialism as the
leading philosophy?
Key figures include Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir, Albert Camus, and Martin Heidegger. Their
works shaped existentialism's prominence by exploring themes of freedom, responsibility, and the



search for meaning.

How did existentialism influence literature and art during its
peak?
Existentialism influenced literature and art by inspiring works that explored human freedom, angst,
and alienation. Writers like Sartre and Camus produced novels and plays reflecting existential
themes, while artists incorporated existentialist ideas into their creative expression.

What historical events contributed to existentialism becoming
the leading philosophy?
World War II and the Holocaust caused widespread disillusionment and questioning of traditional
values, which made existentialism's focus on individual meaning and authenticity particularly relevant
and appealing.

How does existentialism differ from other philosophical
movements?
Existentialism differs by focusing on individual experience, freedom, and the inherent absurdity of life,
rather than abstract systems, universal truths, or purely rationalist approaches typical of other
philosophies.

What are the main themes of existentialism that made it
resonate with people?
Main themes include freedom and responsibility, the absurdity of existence, alienation, anxiety, and
the quest for authentic living, which resonated deeply with individuals facing post-war uncertainty.

Is existentialism still relevant today despite its peak as the
leading philosophy?
Yes, existentialism remains relevant as it addresses timeless questions about human existence,
freedom, and meaning, continuing to influence contemporary philosophy, psychology, and cultural
discourse.

How did existentialism impact modern philosophy and other
disciplines?
Existentialism impacted modern philosophy by challenging traditional metaphysics and ethics,
influencing phenomenology, postmodernism, psychology, theology, and even political theory through
its focus on individual agency.

What criticisms were directed at existentialism during its time



as the leading philosophy?
Criticisms included accusations of nihilism, pessimism, and excessive focus on individualism at the
expense of social and political structures, as well as critiques from analytic philosophers who found
existentialism lacking in rigor.

Additional Resources
1. Being and Nothingness
Written by Jean-Paul Sartre, this foundational existentialist text explores the nature of human
existence, freedom, and consciousness. Sartre delves into the concept of "being-for-itself" and "being-
in-itself," emphasizing the role of individual choice and responsibility. The work challenges readers to
confront the absurdity of life and the anguish that accompanies true freedom.

2. Fear and Trembling
Søren Kierkegaard’s exploration of faith and ethics, this book examines the story of Abraham and
Isaac to discuss the "leap of faith." Kierkegaard argues that true faith requires a suspension of
universal ethics and embraces personal passion and commitment. The text is a profound meditation
on individuality and the complexities of moral choice.

3. The Myth of Sisyphus
Albert Camus presents his philosophy of the absurd in this essay, using the Greek myth of Sisyphus as
a metaphor for human struggle. He argues that life is inherently meaningless, but individuals can find
meaning through rebellion and acceptance of the absurd. Camus encourages embracing life’s
challenges without appeal to higher meaning.

4. Existentialism is a Humanism
A concise and accessible lecture by Jean-Paul Sartre, this book outlines the main principles of
existentialism. Sartre defends existentialism against common criticisms, emphasizing human
freedom, responsibility, and the creation of values. It serves as an excellent introduction to
existentialist thought.

5. The Stranger
This novel by Albert Camus tells the story of Meursault, a man who confronts the absurdity of life
through his indifferent attitude toward social conventions and his own emotions. The narrative
illustrates themes of alienation, the randomness of existence, and the inevitability of death. It remains
a powerful literary exploration of existentialist ideas.

6. Either/Or
Another work by Søren Kierkegaard, this book contrasts two ways of life: the aesthetic and the ethical.
Through a series of essays and reflections, Kierkegaard explores the tension between living for
pleasure and committing to moral responsibility. The text highlights the importance of choice and the
anxiety it can provoke.

7. Notes from Underground
Fyodor Dostoevsky’s novella features a bitter, isolated narrator who critiques rationalism and
utopianism. The protagonist’s introspective monologues reveal the struggles of human freedom, self-
awareness, and the contradictions of the human psyche. This work is often seen as a precursor to
existentialist literature.



8. The Ethics of Ambiguity
Simone de Beauvoir’s philosophical treatise examines existentialist ethics, focusing on the ambiguity
of human existence. She argues that freedom is the foundation of ethics but acknowledges the
complexities and contradictions involved in living authentically. The book provides a feminist
perspective on existentialism and moral philosophy.

9. Man’s Search for Meaning
Viktor E. Frankl recounts his experiences in Nazi concentration camps and introduces logotherapy, a
form of existential analysis centered on finding meaning in life. Frankl posits that even in the most
harrowing circumstances, humans can choose their attitude and discover purpose. This influential
work combines existential philosophy with psychological insight.
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