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PHIL 375: EXISTENTIALISM     Fall Semester 2014 
 
OUTLINE 

The purpose of this course is to examine the key concepts and figures of 
existentialism. Existentialism is a philosophical and literary trend most often identified 
with late 19th and early 20th century thinkers such as Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Heidegger, 
Jaspers, Marcel, Sartre and Camus. Its central tenet is a privileging of existence over 
essence. 
 What does it mean to privilege existence over essence? It means focussing on 
temporal, embodied, and subjective human life for sources of truth and value, rather than 
on a disembodied, eternal and objective being or realm of ideas. In this sense, existential 
thought is an in depth critique of classical philosophical conceptions of reason and value. 
One of the main aspects of this course will be to explore this dimension of critique, which 
we will see is not only a critique of reason and morality, but also of the metaphysical 
conception of God: Nietzsche's famous pronouncement "God is dead" has had a profound 
effect on all subsequent existential philosophy. Out of this critique, we will also explore 
new sources and measures of value sought out by existentialist thinkers in notions such as 
subjectivity, creativity, authenticity, choice, and the relation to the other. In particular, we 
will consider these issues in the thought of Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Sartre and Camus. 

The importance of creativity in existentialism leads us back to its roots in 
philosophical literature and literary philosophy. All the thinkers we will consider fall, in 
some sense, into one of these two categories. An important subquestion to be kept in 
mind throughout the course is thus: What is the relationship between philosophy and 
literature in existentialism? Accordingly, we will move back and forth in our questioning 
between philosophical and literary texts. 
  
EVALUATION 
 
• 2 papers (1250 - 1500 words), each worth 35 % of your final grade. You will 

receive paper topics and guidelines at least 2 weeks in advance of their respective due 
dates. The first essay is due 9 October; the second, 10 November. 

• 1 final take-home exam worth 25 % of your final grade. You will receive the 
questions the last week of class and have one week to complete and hand them in. 
The due date is 11 December. 

• Weekly conference attendance and participation worth 5 % of your final grade. 
The course follows a Monday, Tuesday, Thursday schedule. Tuesdays and Thursdays 
will be lecture courses. Mondays are reserved for conferences. You are required to 
sign up for a conference. Conferences will begin Monday 15 September.  

 
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 (for more information see: 
www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/honest/ ). 
 
In accord with McGill University’s Charter of Students’ Rights, students in this course 
have the right to submit in English or in French any written work that is to be graded.  

http://www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/honest/
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Late policy: Please hand in your papers and exam on time. Unless exceptional 
circumstances apply or prior arrangements have been made with me, late work will be 
penalized 1/3 of a letter grade per calendar day of lateness (e.g. an A paper that is 1 day 
late will become an A-). 
 
CLASS PREPARATION 
 
Lecture courses: A reading is assigned for each week (see reading schedule below). You 
are requested to do the reading beforehand and come to class prepared with the relevant 
text(s) in hand. 
 
Conferences: To receive your attendance and participation points for conferences you 
should come to each conference prepared with a question about the relevant reading 
written down on an index card with your full name on it. This index card is to be handed 
in to the TA at the end of each conference. You may also occasionally be asked to 
prepare other short written work for the conferences. 
 
REQUIRED TEXTS 
 
The following books will be available for purchase at the McGill bookstore. They are not 
available yet; I will let you know when they are in: 
 
Camus, Albert. The Myth of Sisyphus. Translated by Justin O’Brien. London: Penguin, 

2013. Print. Penguin Modern Classics Ser. 
Camus, Albert. The Outsider. Translated by Sandra Smith. London: Penguin Books, 

2013. Print. Penguin Modern Classics Ser. 
Nietzsche, Friedrich. Beyond Good and Evil. Translated by Walter Kaufmann. New 

York: Vintage, 1989. Print. 
Sartre, Jean-Paul. Basic Writings. Edited by Stephen Priest. London and New York: 

Routledge, 2001. Print. 
 
All other readings and documents for the course will be posted online. See tentative 
course schedule below for more information on these other readings. Online documents 
will normally be posted on “myCourses,” but until “myCourses” is up and running for 
this course, you can find online documents at existentialism2014.wordpress.com  
 
PRACTICAL INFORMATION 
 
Location:  Rutherford Physics Building, 112 (lecture courses)   
Day and Time: TR 13.30 – 14.30 (lecture courses);  

M 12.30 – 13.30, 13.30 – 14.30 or 14.30 – 15.30 (sign-up TBA)  
Course Holder:  Sarah Allen 
Email:    sballen@dawsoncollege.qc.ca  
Office hours:   T 14.30 – 16.00 
Office:   LEA 929  
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TENTATIVE COURSE SCHEDULE 
 
Date Reading 
2 Sept Introductory Lecture 
4 Sept Dostoevsky, Notes From Underground  (online) 
8 Sept No Monday conference; conferences start Monday 15 September 
9, 11 &15 
Sept 

THEME: TRUTH AS SUBJECTIVITY 
Kierkegaard, Concluding Unscientific Postscript (online)  

16, 18 & 
22 Sept 

THEME: AESTHETIC AND ETHICAL TRUTH 
Kierkegaard, Either/Or, Parts 1 and 2 (online) 

23, 25 & 
29 Sept 

THEME: RELIGIOUS TRUTH 
Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling (online); Genesis 22 (online) 

30 Sept, 2 
& 6 Oct 

THEME: DEATH OF GOD 
Nietzsche, The Gay Science and Thus Spoke Zarathustra (online) 

7 & 9 Oct THEME: CRITIQUE OF PHILOSOPHY AND REASON 
Nietzsche, Twilight of the Idols (online); Beyond Good and Evil, Part 
1 (sections 1 – 6, 16 – 19, 21) 
FIRST ESSAY DUE 9 OCTOBER 

13 Oct No Monday conference; Thanksgiving holiday 
14, 16 & 
20 Oct 

THEME: CRITIQUE OF MORALITY 
Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, Part 5 (sections 186  - 188, 195, 
197 – 203) and Part 9 (sections 257 – 262) 

21, 23 & 
27 Oct 

THEME: SARTRIAN EXISTENTIALISM 
Sartre, Basic Writings, Chapter 2 ("Existentialism”), pgs. 25 – 46 

28 & 30 
Oct, 3 
Nov 

THEME: BEING-IN-ITSELF AND BEING-FOR-ITSELF 
Sartre, La Nausée (online)  
Sartre, Basic Writings, Chapter 5 (“Being”), pgs. 106 - 119 

4, 6 & 10 
Nov 

THEME: BAD FAITH   
Sartre, Basic Writings, Chapter 11 ("Bad Faith"), whole chapter 
SECOND ESSAY DUE 10 NOVEMBER 

11, 13 & 
17 Nov 

THEME: PHILOSOPHY AND LITERATURE 
Sartre, Basic Writings, “What is literature?,” pgs. 261 – 277  

18, 20 & 
24 Nov 

 THEME: ABSURDITY 
Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus, “An Absurd Reasoning,” pgs TBA ; 
The Outsider 

25 & 27 
Nov, 1 
Dec 

THEME: ABSURD CREATION 
Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus, "Absurd Creation," 68 – 75, 82 - 85  
"The Myth of Sisyphus," 86 – 89; The Outsider 

2 & 4 Dec REVIEW WEEK 
(Thursday 4 December follows a Monday schedule,  so it is a 
conference) 

11 Dec FINAL TAKE-HOME EXAM DUE 11 DECEMBER 
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