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Existentialism from Dostoevsky to Sartre: A Philosophical Journey
The journey of existentialism from Dostoevsky to Sartre represents a profound evolution of
thought, exploring the human condition in an increasingly complex world. This intellectual
lineage delves into themes of freedom, responsibility, anguish, and the search for meaning
in a universe devoid of inherent purpose. From the psychological depths of Fyodor
Dostoevsky's tormented characters to the systematic philosophy of Jean-Paul Sartre, this
article will trace the development of existentialist ideas, examining their core tenets and
the thinkers who shaped them. We will uncover how early literary explorations paved the
way for rigorous philosophical inquiry, highlighting key concepts such as authenticity, bad
faith, and the radical freedom that defines human existence. Understanding existentialism
from Dostoevsky to Sartre offers crucial insights into enduring questions about what it
means to be human and how we navigate the choices that define our lives.
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Fyodor Dostoevsky: The Precursor of Existential
Angst

Fyodor Dostoevsky, the celebrated Russian novelist, is often recognized as a foundational
figure in the lineage of existential thought, long before the term itself was formally
established. His literary works masterfully capture the internal struggles and profound
dilemmas faced by individuals confronting a world that offers no preordained meaning or
divine guidance. Dostoevsky's characters are often deeply flawed, wrestling with moral
ambiguity, the burden of free will, and the agonizing consequences of their choices. His
exploration of these themes laid the groundwork for later existentialist philosophers, who
would systematically analyze the human condition with similar intensity and focus on
individual experience.

Freedom, Suffering, and the Underground Man



One of Dostoevsky's most seminal works, Notes from Underground, introduces the
archetypal existential anti-hero, the "Underground Man." This unnamed narrator embodies
a profound alienation from society and a crippling self-awareness that leads to paralysis
and resentment. He rejects rationality and progress, finding solace in his own
consciousness and the suffering it engenders. The Underground Man's torment stems from
his acute awareness of his own freedom and his inability to act decisively, preferring to
wallow in his own intellectual superiority and self-inflicted misery. This portrayal highlights
the existentialist concern with the burden of consciousness and the often painful freedom
of choice.

Crime, Punishment, and Moral Responsibility

In Crime and Punishment, Dostoevsky delves deeply into the psychological ramifications of
committing a transgression and the subsequent weight of moral responsibility. Raskolnikov,
the protagonist, attempts to justify his murder by appealing to a theory of "extraordinary
men" who are above conventional morality. However, his act unleashes a torrent of qguilt,
paranoia, and existential despair. Dostoevsky demonstrates that even in the absence of
external judgment, the internal consequences of one's actions are inescapable. The novel
powerfully illustrates the existentialist emphasis on individual accountability and the
profound impact of our choices on our inner lives, regardless of societal laws.

Faith vs. Reason: The Grand Inquisitor

The chapter "The Grand Inquisitor" within The Brothers Karamazov presents a powerful
dialogue on faith, freedom, and the nature of human happiness. The Grand Inquisitor
argues that Christ's gift of free will was too burdensome for humanity, leading to suffering
and rebellion. He proposes a return to a benevolent authoritarianism where freedom is
relinquished for security and contentment. This parable starkly contrasts the existentialist
valorization of freedom, even with its inherent suffering, against the appeal of a more
comfortable, albeit less authentic, existence. Dostoevsky uses this narrative to grapple with
the fundamental question of whether humanity truly desires freedom or prefers to be led.

Friedrich Nietzsche: The Death of God and the
Will to Power

Friedrich Nietzsche, the German philosopher, significantly impacted the trajectory of
existential thought with his provocative declarations and radical re-evaluation of traditional
Western morality and metaphysics. His pronouncement of "the death of God" was not
merely an atheistic statement but a profound cultural observation, signaling the erosion of
absolute moral and epistemological foundations upon which Western civilization had been
built. This collapse of divine authority and objective truth left humanity adrift, facing the
daunting task of creating its own values and meaning in a seemingly chaotic universe.



The Eternal Recurrence and the Affirmation of Life

Nietzsche's concept of the "eternal recurrence" posits that all events will repeat themselves
infinitely. This thought experiment, while daunting, serves as a powerful test of life
affirmation. To embrace eternal recurrence means to love one's life so completely that one
would willingly live it again and again, with all its joys and sorrows. This idea resonates
deeply with existentialist thought, urging individuals to live each moment with such
intensity and authenticity that they would wish for its perpetual return. It is a call to
embrace life in its entirety, without seeking escape or consolation in an afterlife or external
meaning.

The Ubermensch and the Creation of Values

Central to Nietzsche's philosophy is the concept of the Ubermensch, or "Overman." This is
not a biological evolution but a psychological and spiritual ideal - a self-overcoming
individual who transcends conventional morality and creates their own values. The
Ubermensch is a creator of meaning, a being who embraces their freedom and
responsibility to shape their own existence in the face of nihilism. This ideal reflects the
existentialist emphasis on self-creation and the individual's power to define their own
essence through their actions and choices, moving beyond the limitations of inherited
doctrines.

Soren Kierkegaard: The Father of Existentialism

Sgren Kierkegaard, a Danish philosopher, is widely acknowledged as the true progenitor of
existentialist philosophy. Writing in the 19th century, he anticipated many of the core
concerns that would define existentialism in the 20th century, focusing intensely on the
individual's subjective experience, the nature of faith, and the anxieties inherent in human
existence. Kierkegaard’s approach was deeply personal and introspective, emphasizing the
internal struggle for selfhood and authentic living in a world often characterized by
conformity and abstract thought.

Faith as a Leap and the Stages of Existence

Kierkegaard proposed a radical understanding of faith, defining it not as a rational
conclusion but as a "leap" into the unknown, a passionate commitment made in the face of
objective uncertainty. He outlined three "stages of existence": the aesthetic, the ethical,
and the religious. The aesthetic stage is characterized by the pursuit of pleasure and
sensory experience, often leading to boredom and despair. The ethical stage involves
commitment to universal moral principles and social duty, while the religious stage
represents the highest form of existence, a personal, passionate relationship with the divine
that requires a courageous leap of faith. This framework highlights the existentialist
emphasis on subjective truth and individual choice in navigating life's fundamental



dilemmas.

Anxiety, Despair, and the Individual

Kierkegaard’s analysis of anxiety (Angst) is central to his existentialist thought. He viewed
anxiety not as a pathological condition but as an inherent part of human freedom - the
dizziness of freedom that arises from the awareness of possibilities and the responsibility to
choose. Similarly, despair is the "sickness unto death," a spiritual condition stemming from
a failure to become the self one is truly meant to be. Kierkegaard’s profound insights into
these psychological states underscore the existentialist focus on the inner life and the
challenges of self-realization in a world without predetermined answers.

Martin Heidegger: Being, Time, and Dasein

Martin Heidegger, a prominent German philosopher, significantly expanded the conceptual
landscape of existentialism with his seminal work Being and Time. Heidegger’s focus was
on the fundamental question of "Being" itself, exploring how human existence, which he
termed "Dasein" (literally, "being there"), uniquely engages with this question. His
philosophy provides a rigorous framework for understanding the temporal nature of human
existence, the significance of mortality, and the possibility of achieving an authentic mode
of being.

Being-in-the-World and Authenticity

Heidegger argued that human existence is fundamentally "being-in-the-world," meaning
that we are not isolated subjects but are always already immersed in and engaged with our
environment and our relationships with others. This interconnectedness shapes our
understanding of ourselves and the world. He distinguished between two modes of being:
"inauthentic" and "authentic." Inauthentic Dasein is characterized by conformity to the
"they-self" - the anonymous, generalized public opinion and behavior. Authentic Dasein,
conversely, involves confronting one's own mortality and the finitude of one's existence,
leading to a resolute understanding and acceptance of one's unique possibilities and
responsibilities.

The Concept of Temporality and Death

For Heidegger, temporality is not merely the succession of moments but the very structure
of Dasein's existence. Our future is characterized by possibilities, and our past shapes our
present engagement with the world. The most significant possibility for Dasein is death.
Heidegger argued that confronting one's own death, not as an abstract concept but as a
personal certainty, is crucial for achieving authenticity. By embracing "being-towards-
death," Dasein can break free from the distractions of the everyday and live a more



resolute and meaningful life, fully aware of its finitude and the unique project of its
existence.

Jean-Paul Sartre: The Quintessential Existentialist

Jean-Paul Sartre is perhaps the most widely recognized figure associated with 20th-century
existentialism. His philosophy, articulated in works like Being and Nothingness and
Existentialism is a Humanism, provided a systematic and accessible account of
existentialist principles. Sartre's central tenet, "existence precedes essence,"
fundamentally reshaped our understanding of human nature, positing that we are born
without a predetermined purpose and must forge our own identity through our choices and
actions.

Existence Precedes Essence

This foundational concept means that for humans, unlike manufactured objects, there is no
pre-existing blueprint or design that defines their being. A paperknife, for instance, is
conceived and created with a specific purpose (its essence) before it exists. Humans,
however, first come into existence and then, through their lived experience and decisions,
define who they are. This implies a radical freedom and the awesome responsibility that
comes with it: we are condemned to be free, constantly creating ourselves without any
external justification or guidance.

Freedom, Responsibility, and Bad Faith

Sartre argued that human beings are absolutely free, and with this freedom comes total
responsibility. We are responsible not only for our individual actions but, in a sense, for all
of humanity, as our choices contribute to the image of humanity we are creating. This
profound freedom can lead to anxiety, a feeling Sartre called "anguish." To escape this
anguish, individuals often resort to "bad faith" (mauvaise foi), a form of self-deception
where they deny their freedom and responsibility, attributing their actions to external
forces, societal roles, or innate characteristics. Examples include the waiter who "plays at
being a waiter" to escape the burden of his own existence, or someone who claims they
"had no choice."

The Look and Objectification

Sartre’s concept of "the Look" (le regard) explores the impact of being perceived by
another person. When another person looks at us, we become an object in their world,
defined by their gaze. This can lead to a sense of shame and alienation, as we feel our
subjectivity is reduced to an external categorization. The encounter with the Other's gaze
highlights the tension between our internal freedom and the ways in which we are



perceived and, at times, objectified by others. This intersubjective dynamic is crucial to
Sartre's understanding of human relationships and the struggle for recognition.

Key Themes in Existentialism: A Comparative
Look

Examining existentialism from Dostoevsky to Sartre reveals a constellation of recurring
themes that form the bedrock of this philosophical movement. While the emphasis and
articulation may vary among thinkers, the core concerns about the human condition remain
remarkably consistent. These themes collectively paint a picture of existence as a project, a
continuous process of becoming, undertaken by individuals in a world that offers neither
inherent meaning nor definitive answers.

The Absurdity of Existence

A central tenet across existentialist thought is the concept of the absurd. This refers to the
fundamental conflict between humanity's innate desire for meaning and order, and the
silent, indifferent universe that offers none. Dostoevsky's characters often grapple with this
through their moral and spiritual crises, while Camus (though often considered an absurdist
rather than a strict existentialist) famously explored it. The absurd is not a nihilistic
endpoint but a starting point, a recognition of the groundlessness of our existence that
compels us to create our own meaning.

Freedom and Choice

The radical freedom of the individual is paramount. From Dostoevsky's exploration of free
will's consequences to Sartre's declaration that "man is condemned to be free," the
emphasis is on our agency. We are not bound by a predetermined nature or divine plan.
Every moment presents a choice, and these choices sculpt our identity. This freedom is not
necessarily liberating; it is often a heavy burden, demanding constant decision-making and
responsibility.

Anguish and Responsibility

The awareness of our profound freedom and the lack of inherent meaning inevitably leads
to anguish. This is the anxiety that arises from the realization that we are solely responsible
for our actions and the creation of our values. Kierkegaard detailed this as the "dizziness of
freedom," while Sartre described it as a universal condition of humanity. This anguish is a
sign of our authentic engagement with our existence, a testament to our awareness of the
stakes involved in every choice.



Authenticity vs. Bad Faith

The pursuit of authenticity is a driving force. Authenticity involves living in accordance with
one's own self-created values and choices, accepting responsibility for one's existence. The
opposite is "bad faith," a concept extensively explored by Sartre. Bad faith is the denial of
freedom and responsibility, the attempt to escape the burden of self-creation by
conforming to external expectations or by pretending to be an object rather than a free
subject. This struggle between authentic living and bad faith is a recurring motif in
existentialist literature and philosophy.

The Search for Meaning

In a universe devoid of preordained meaning, the individual is tasked with creating their
own. This is not a passive discovery but an active, ongoing creation. Whether through
passionate commitment, as Kierkegaard suggested, or through the self-defined projects of
Sartre, the existentialist journey is one of forging a meaningful existence against the
backdrop of an indifferent cosmos. The meaning derived is subjective and personal, born
from lived experience and commitment.

The Enduring Legacy of Existentialism

The philosophical and literary legacy of existentialism from Dostoevsky to Sartre continues
to resonate deeply in contemporary thought and culture. The movement's profound
examination of the human condition—our freedom, our responsibilities, our search for
meaning in a seemingly absurd universe—speaks to enduring questions that remain as
relevant today as they were in the 19th and 20th centuries. The emphasis on individual
agency, the courage to confront anxiety, and the imperative to create one's own values
have left an indelible mark on literature, psychology, and personal philosophy. The
existentialist perspective encourages a critical engagement with life, urging us to live
authentically and to take ownership of the choices that shape our existence, fostering a
continuous dialogue about what it truly means to be human.

Frequently Asked Questions

How did Dostoevsky's exploration of faith and doubt lay
the groundwork for later existentialist thought?

Dostoevsky's characters, like Ivan and Alyosha Karamazov, grapple intensely with the
problem of suffering and the existence of God. This internal conflict, the anguish of freedom
when faced with the abyss of meaninglessness, and the exploration of individual moral
responsibility, even in the absence of divine order, directly prefigure key existentialist
themes. His emphasis on the subjective experience of guilt, the search for meaning through



action, and the psychological toll of confronting ultimate questions were foundational.

What is the core concept of 'bad faith' (mauvaise foi) in
Sartre's existentialism, and how does it contrast with
genuine existential freedom?

Bad faith, for Sartre, is a form of self-deception where individuals deny their radical
freedom and responsibility by pretending to be determined by external factors or pre-
defined roles (like a waiter or a student). They act 'as if' they are objects with fixed
essences. Genuine existential freedom, conversely, involves embracing the terrifying truth
that we are 'condemned to be free,' meaning we are entirely responsible for creating our
own meaning and values through our choices and actions.

How does the idea of the 'absurd,’' as explored in
Camus' work (often seen as related to existentialism),
relate to the existentialist quest for meaning?

While Camus distanced himself from existentialism, his concept of the absurd highlights the
fundamental conflict between humanity's innate desire for meaning and the universe's
silent indifference. The existentialist response to this absurdity isn't despair but revolt,
freedom, and passion. It means acknowledging the lack of inherent meaning and actively
creating it through engagement with life, embracing the present moment, and living
authentically despite the universe's silence, rather than succumbing to nihilism.

What role does anxiety (Angst) play in the philosophical
journey from Dostoevsky to Sartre, and how is it a
catalyst for existential engagement?

Anxiety, or 'Angst,' is a pervasive theme. For Dostoevsky, it stems from the burden of
freedom and the possibility of God's non-existence. Kierkegaard, a precursor, saw it as the
dizziness of freedom, the potential for choice. Sartre elaborates, viewing anxiety as the
awareness of our absolute responsibility for ourselves and for all humanity through our
choices. This anxiety isn't necessarily negative; it's a crucial realization that spurs
individuals to confront their freedom and make authentic choices, rather than retreating
into determinism or bad faith.

In what ways did the transition from Dostoevsky's focus
on religious and moral dilemmas to Sartre's atheistic
humanism represent a shift in existentialist thought?

Dostoevsky’s existential concerns were often framed within the context of faith, doubt, and
the theological implications of human suffering and choice. His characters wrestle with the
existence of God and the consequences of living without Him. Sartre, on the other hand,
starts with the premise of atheism, famously stating 'existence precedes essence.' This
shifted the locus of meaning-making entirely to human consciousness and action,
unburdened (or perhaps unguided) by divine prescription. While both emphasized individual



freedom and responsibility, Sartre's humanism placed a stronger, secular emphasis on self-
creation and collective responsibility within a godless universe.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to existentialism from Dostoevsky to Sartre, each starting
with :

1. The Brothers Karamazov

This epic novel explores profound philosophical and theological questions that are central
to existential thought. Through its complex characters, Dostoevsky delves into themes of
faith, doubt, morality, free will, and the search for meaning in a world grappling with the
absence of absolute truth. The novel grapples with the burden of freedom and the
consequences of individual choices, particularly in the context of suffering and the
existence of God.

2. Crime and Punishment

This seminal work plunges into the psyche of Raskolnikov, a student who commits murder
and subsequently wrestles with the existential consequences of his actions. The novel
intensely examines quilt, alienation, the nature of morality, and the agonizing process of
self-discovery and redemption in the face of profound existential crisis. It powerfully
illustrates the isolation that can arise from believing oneself to be beyond conventional
moral boundaries.

3. Notes from Underground

Often considered a foundational text for existentialism, this novella presents a bitter and
introspective narrator who rejects reason, societal norms, and utopian ideals. The
Underground Man's musings highlight themes of alienation, the absurdity of existence, the
rebellion against determinism, and the painful awareness of one's own consciousness and
freedom, even when that freedom leads to suffering.

4. The Stranger

Albert Camus' iconic novel introduces Meursault, an emotionally detached protagonist who
lives seemingly indifferent to societal expectations and conventional morality. The book
probes themes of the absurd, the meaningless nature of life, and the existential rebellion
against a universe that offers no inherent purpose or divine comfort. Meursault's
indifference highlights a freedom from societal pretense but also a profound disconnect
from the human condition.

5. The Myth of Sisyphus

This philosophical essay by Albert Camus directly confronts the concept of the absurd,
arguing that life's meaninglessness is an inescapable reality of human existence. Camus
proposes that the recognition of this absurdity, rather than leading to despair, can instead
become a catalyst for rebellion, freedom, and passion. The mythical Sisyphus, condemned
to eternally roll a boulder uphill, becomes an emblem of the human condition and the
potential for finding meaning through conscious defiance.

6. Being and Nothingness
Jean-Paul Sartre's magnum opus is a monumental work of existentialist philosophy that
dissects the nature of consciousness, freedom, and human existence. Sartre distinguishes



between "being-in-itself* (objects) and "being-for-itself' (consciousness), emphasizing that
humans are radically free and condemned to create their own essence through their
choices. The book explores concepts like bad faith, the gaze of the Other, and the anxiety
that accompanies absolute freedom.

7. Nausea

Sartre's philosophical novel, narrated by Antoine Roquentin, vividly portrays the
overwhelming and suffocating feeling of existential nausea that arises from the realization
of life's contingency and lack of inherent meaning. The protagonist's experience of this
profound malaise reveals the terrifying freedom of existence and the human struggle to
create value in an indifferent universe. The novel captures the subjective experience of
encountering the "thingness" of the world.

8. Existentialism is a Humanism

This influential lecture by Jean-Paul Sartre provides a more accessible introduction to his
core existentialist tenets. Sartre argues that "existence precedes essence," meaning
humans are born without a predetermined purpose and must define themselves through
their actions and choices. He champions radical freedom, responsibility, and the creation of
individual values in a godless world, advocating for an engaged and authentic way of living.

9. The Trial

Franz Kafka's unsettling novel depicts Josef K.'s nightmarish journey through an opaque and
absurd legal system that he cannot comprehend or escape. While not explicitly
existentialist in the Sartrean sense, the book resonates deeply with existential themes of
alienation, guilt, powerlessness, and the search for meaning and justice in an inscrutable
and indifferent world. K.'s struggle highlights the individual's confrontation with forces
beyond their control and understanding.
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