
PHILOSOPHY 375A: EXISTENTIALISM                                                       Fall 2012 
Mondays and Wednesdays:  4:35-5:25pm and one mandatory conference 
Professor: Susan-Judith Hoffmann 
Office: Leacock 926 
Email: susan.hoffmann@mcgill.ca 
Office hours:  Wednesdays 5:30-6:30 and by appointment. 
Teaching Assistants:  Alexander Anderson: Alexander.Anderson2@mail.mcgill.ca 
                                    Itamar Schmerling: Itamar.Schmerling@mail.mcgill.ca 
 

Please note that this course outline is tentative and subject to change. The final version will be made 
available on the first day of class. 

Existentialism refers to a 20th century philosophical school of thought produced by Karl Jaspers, Jean Paul 
Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir, and, to a literary school produced by thinkers such as Albert Camus and 
Franz Kafka. After the emergence of the existentialist school of philosophy, earlier 19th century thinkers 
were rehabilitated as the spiritual ancestors of existentialist thought. They include Soren Kierkegaard, 
Friedrich Nietzsche, Fyodor Dostoevsky and Rainer Maria Rilke. 

The term “existentialism” was coined after World War II, however, the special use of use of the term 
“existence”, which inspired the name existentialism is older, and can be traced back to the 
“Existenzphilosophie” of Heidegger and Jaspers who had taken up the special use of “existence” used by 
Kierkegaard. Against the tradition of classical philosophy, which, according to existentialists, never called 
into question the primacy of essence, existentialist thinkers emphasize the finite, concrete and existential 
character of human being as both the starting point, and the central focus, of all philosophical theorizing.   
 
We will examine existentialism both historically and thematically. We will examine early existentialism in 
the work of Kierkegaard, and will trace its development in the thought of Nietzsche, Jaspers, Sartre, de 
Beauvoir and Rilke. We will examine a number of existentialist themes such as: the critique of metaphysics 
(Kierkegaard, Nietzsche and Sartre); the claim that “Truth is subjectivity” (Kierkegaard); the problem of  
intersubjectivity and the social constitution of the self (Sartre and de Beauvoir); the problem of freedom, 
responsibility, and authenticity in the face of the absurdity and groundlessless of human existence.  
 
Texts 
Texts will be available at the Paragraphe Bookstore on McGill College. Texts will also be made available 
on Web CT and./or  will be put on reserve at the library. 
 
Sartre, Jean Paul. Existentialism is a Humanism, tr. by P. Maire. London: Methuen, 1973. 
Bretall, Robert, ed. A Kierkegaard Anthology. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1973. 
Selections from Nietzsche’s The Gay Science, Zarathustra and Will to Power. 
Jaspers, Karl. On My Philosophy tr. by F. Kaufmann. 
Sartre, Jean Paul. Being and Nothingness,  tr. by H. Barnes.   New York: Washington Square Press, 1984. 
Rilke,Rainer Maria. The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge, tr. by M.D. Norton. New York: W.W. Norton, 
1992. 
De Beauvoir, Simone. The Second Sex, tr. by H.M. Parshley. New York: Alfred Knopf, 1964. 
 
Method of Evaluation  
 
25%  One midterm examination on October 15. 
35%  One 1500-2000 word essay due on November 26. Late essays may not be handed back by the last 
day of class (Dec 5).   Students must keep rough drafts of their paper and hand them in along with their 
paper. All students must be prepared to discuss their paper with the instructor. Please use a duotang to keep 
all the papers together neatly. Late papers will lose 1% a day unless the student can document relevant 
illness or extenuating circumstances. Essays must be typed. 
30%  One final exam. The exam is a take home examination. Date TBA. 

mailto:Alexander.Anderson2@mail.mcgill.ca
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The midterm, essay and final exam are graded on your understanding of the material you have been 
assigned to read, your understanding of the lectures, your ability to draw on that material where relevant, 
and on your ability to write in a clear, thoughtful and mature manner.  
10%: Participation. Each student must supply the instructor with one thoughtful question for class 
discussion for ten of the  Friday conferences.  The questions should be from the assigned readings only, not 
from the lectures. The questions should demonstrate that the student has done the reading and has a 
carefully formulated and interesting question about the reading.  Students are expected to quote from, and 
refer to the reading in their question.  The questions are due every Thursday morning at 10:00 am.  Late 
submissions cannot be accepted for marks.  Students will be able to submit their questions on Web CT . 
 
If I have a message for students I will post it on Web CT so please check Web CT regularly. Please do not 
leave messages for me on Web CT, please email me at susan.hoffmann@mcgill.ca 
 
Please note that eating and drinking is not permitted in class. Students who use laptops are kindly asked to 
restrict their activity to note taking so as not to disturb the concentration of their fellow classmates.  
 
McGill University values academic integrity. Therefore all students must understand the meaning and 
consequences of cheating, plagiarism and other academic offences under the Code of Student Conduct and 
Disciplinary Procedures (see http://www.mcgill.ca/integrity for more information). 
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