
PHIL 211: Existentialism 
Instructor: Shannon Hayes 

Office:  158 SCH 
Office Hours:  W 12-2pm 
shannonh@uoregon.edu 

Course Description 
This course is an introduction to Existentialism, which was an influential intellectual current of  the 
twentieth-century as well as a style of  thinking of  writing. While focusing on the philosophical strand of  
this current, we will study the nineteenth-century roots of  existentialism (Kierkegaard, Nietzsche) and the 
thought of  some of  its major figures (Sartre, Beauvoir, Heidegger, Camus, Fanon). Additionally, we will 
read work from some thinkers not typically associated with existentialism (Freud, Barthes, Derrida), and 
we will supplement many of  our readings with resonant literary works (Hoffman, Sebald, Becket, Proust, 
Kafka, Borges). 

In the hopes of  bringing new life to the canonical texts, this course will be divided into five thematic units. 
The first unit will be an introductory unit on Nietzsche during which we will attune ourselves to a style of  
critical thinking and familiarize ourselves with some of  the fundamental concerns of  the subsequent 
literature. Each of  the next four units will be organized around a different existential affect: Anxiety; The 
Uncanny; Grief; Hope. At the culmination of  each unit you will produce a 2-3 page essay that will consist 
of  a sustained reflection on the theme of  the unit that demonstrates your engagement with the assigned 
texts and the class discussions.  

Class Requirements 
20%	 	 Attendance/Participation 
10%	 	 Blogging (On Canvas) 
10%	 	 Reading Quizzes 
10%	 	 Nietzsche Exegesis 
50%	 	 Reflective Essays (4 x 12.5%) 
—— 
100% 

Attendance	 During the quarter, you are allowed one unexcused absence. For each additional 	
	 	 unexcused absence, 1/3 of  a letter grade will be docked from your participation/		
	 	 attendance grade. In order for an absence to be excused, you may be required to present 	
	 	 some form of  documentation.  
Participation	 It is expected that you will come to class having read the day’s assigned texts and prepared 
	 	 to discuss them with your classmates and myself. If  speaking in class is difficult for you, 	
	 	 please come talk to me about this early in the quarter and we may be able to make 	
	 	 alternative arrangements that involve discussing the material with me during office hours.  
Blogging	 For each of  the five units, you will contribute to an ongoing discussion found on 	 	
	 	 Canvas at least one time. Of  course, you may be more active than this, but one 	 	
	 	 contribution is the minimum requirement for each unit. You can add content in 	 	
	 	 one of  three ways:  
	 	 	 1. Formulate a question about a text we are reading or about a current text in 	
	 	 	 relation to previously discussed texts/ideas. Quote the text in your response and 	
	 	 	 include the page number.  
	 	 	 2. Provide a response to a question posed by a classmate. If  you are drawing on 	
	 	 	 the text to respond, include the appropriate citation information.  



	 	 	 3. Incorporate additional media (book selection, video, movie clip, artwork, 	
	 	 	 contemporary event…) into the discussion and provide a brief  explanation of  	
	 	 	 how you see it relating to the current theme/ideas of  the 	class.  
	 	 Discussion posts will be graded on the following three-point scale: 
	 	 	 2:   Post is original and respectful; it indicates a thoughtful engagement with the 	
	 	 	 texts, the class, and most importantly, with your classmates. 
	 	 	 1:  Post is unsatisfactory in one of  the following ways: late, too short, not relevant 	
	 	 	 to readings/class discussions, no reference to a text, repetitive, not respectful of  	
	 	 	 the text, the class, your classmates 
	 	 	 0:  Post is missing, or is unsatisfactory in more than one of  the ways listed above.  
Quizzes		 Reading Quizzes will consist of  one or two content-based questions about the day’s 	
	 	 assigned texts. Over the course of  the quarter, you should expect around 10 of  these 	
	 	 quizzes. Your lowest quiz score will be dropped from your quiz grade. These quizzes will 	
	 	 occur promptly at the start of  class. There will be no makeup quizzes available due to 	
	 	 lateness or unexcused absences.  
Exegesis	 A two-page exegetical essay will be due Friday of  week two.  In this essay you will 	provide 	
	 	 an interpretation of  a Nietzschean aphorism which is neither assigned for class nor 	
	 	 discussed in class. We will discuss the specific requirements of  the assignment in more 	
	 	 detail week two. 
Reflective	 You will write four 2-3 page reflective essays, one for each of  the four affect units 	Essays	
Essays	 	 (anxiety; uncanny; grief; hope). Although short, these essays should be polished pieces of  	
	 	 writing in which you engage directly with the relevant assigned texts and demonstrate an 	
	 	 engagement that goes beyond a cursory understanding of  an author’s argument.  

Classroom Policies  
Late Work	 Assigned essays should be uploaded to Canvas by 5:00pm on the due date. Papers 	

	 received before midnight will be docked 1/3 of  a letter grade (A—>A-). If  the paper is 	             
	 received between 12 and 24 hours of  the due date, it will be docked one letter grade               

	 	 	 (A—> B). A letter grade will then be subtracted for each additional 24 hour period. 	             
	 Incompletes and extensions will be given only in the event of  documented emergencies.               

Electronics	 Please turn off  all electronic equipment prior to the start of  class. Use of  laptop 	 	
	 computers during class is prohibited except as part of  a classroom exercise. Exceptions to 	             
	 the prohibition of  laptops may be requested from the instructor and will be granted only 	             
	 for legitimate academic reasons. Use of  laptops for academic reasons will be monitored 	             
	 throughout the term and failure to restrict their use to this function will result in the 	             
	 revocation of  any laptop privileges.               

Academic	 The University Student Conduct Code (available at conduct.uoregon.edu) defines 
Misconduct	 academic misconduct. Students are prohibited from committing or attempting to commit 	

	 any act that constitutes academic misconduct. By way of  example, students should not 	             
	 give or receive (or attempt to give or receive) unauthorized help on assignments or 	             
	 examinations without express permission from the instructor. Students should properly 	             
	 acknowledge and document all sources of  information (e.g. quotations, paraphrases, 	             
	 ideas) and use only the sources and resources authorized by the instructor. If  there is any 	             
	 question about whether an act constitutes academic misconduct, it is the students’ 	             
	 obligation to clarify the question with the instructor before committing or attempting to 	             
	 commit the act. Additional information about a common form of  academic misconduct, 	             
	 plagiarism, is available at www.libweb.uoregon.edu/ guides/plagiarism/students.              

Individual	 If  you experience difficulty in this course for any reason, please don’t hesitate to consult 	
Differences	 with me. If  you have a disability that may prevent you from fully demonstrating your 	



	 	 abilities, you should contact me personally as soon as possible so we can discuss 	 	
	 	 accommodations necessary to ensure your full participation and facilitate your education 	
	 	 process. The university offers a wide range of  services to support you in your efforts to 	
	 	 meet the course requirements, including the following:  
	 	 -  Teaching & Learning Center (TLC): TLC provides numerous resources (including  courses, 	
	 	 workshops, and tutoring) to help UO students succeed. They work with a diverse student 	
	 	 body with a wide range of  needs. If  you are unsure which resources would work best, 	
	 	 they are happy to answer questions and share suggestions. 	 	 	 	
	 	 Web: http://libweb.uoregon.edu/ – Phone: 541-346-2184. 
	 	 -  University Counseling and Testing Center (UCTC): The UCTC provides comprehensive 	
	 	 mental health 	 care and testing services to the University of  Oregon campus. The 	
	 	 primary mission of  the UCTC 	 is to provide quality clinical/therapeutic services, 	
	 	 psychological testing and assessment, psychoeducational workshops and outreach as well 	
	 	 as emergency services. Web: http://counseling.uoregon.edu/dnn/ – Phone:541-346-3227 
	 	 -  Disability Services (DS): DS coordinates services, provides advocacy and support to 	
	 	 students with documented physical, learning, and psychological disabilities and provides 	
	 	 assistance to the general campus community in responding appropriately to requests for 	
	 	 accommodations based on disability. Web: http://ds.uoregon.edu/ Phone: 541-346-6013 

Required Texts 
	 Barthes, Camera Lucida 
	 Camus, Myth of  Sisyphus 
	 Nietzsche, Basic Writings, edited by Walter Kauffman 

** All other assigned texts will be available on Canvas. You are expected to bring a (marked-up) copy of  
the assigned texts to each class. Failure to do so may lower your participation grade for the day.  

Reading Schedule (tentative) 

Week One 
   M	 Introduction to the Course: “What is Existentialism?’ 

	 	 	 Unit 1: Nietzsche 

   W	 Nietzsche, “On Truth and Lies…” 

Week Two 
   M	 Nietzsche, Beyond Good & Evil 
   W	 Nietzsche, Beyond Good & Evil  
   F	 Nietzsche Exegesis due on Canvas by 5:00pm 

Week Three 
	 	 	 Unit 2: Anxiety 
   M	 Kierkegaard, Fear & Trembling 
   W	 Kierkegaard, The Concept of  Anxiety 

Week Four 
   M	 Sartre, Being & Nothingness 
	 Sartre, Nausea 



   W	 Beauvoir, The Ethics of  Ambiguity 

Week Five 
   M	 Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks 

	 	 	 Unit 3: The Uncanny 

   W	 Freud, “The Uncanny” 
	 Hoffman, “The Sandman” 
   F	 Anxiety Essay due on Canvas by 5:00pm 

Week Six 
   M	 Sartre, Being & Nothingness 
	 Sebald, Vertigo 
   W	 Heidegger, Being & Time 

Week Seven 
   M	 Heidegger, Fundamental Concepts of  Metaphysics 
	 Beckett, Waiting for Godot 
    
	 	 	 Unit 4: Grief  

   W	 Freud, “Mourning & Melancholia” 
   F	 “The Uncanny” essay due on Cavas by 5:00pm 
   
Week Eight 
   M	 Barthes, Camera Lucida  
   W	 Barthes, Camera Lucida 
	 Proust, In Search of  Lost Time 

Week Nine 
   M	 Derrida, The Death Penalty 
	 Kafka, In the Penal Colony 

	 	 	 Unit 5: Hope 

   W	 Camus, The Myth of  Sisyphus 
   F	 “Grief ” essay due on Canvas by 5:00pm 

Week Ten 
   M	 Camus, Myth of  Sisyphus 
   W	 Bloch, “Can Hope Be Disappointed?”  
             Final “Hope” essay due Monday of  Week 11 by 5:00pm  

	


