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An Existential Orientation*

0. Pre-Introduction and Introduction



The philosophical expression ‘existential’ and its incorporation as a type of philosophical practice under the designation ‘existentialism’ is, without doubt, one of the most misunderstood ideas in the history of Western philosophy. In the following exploration, I wish to give my take on this problematic concept and, by such means, argue why I believe this type of approach, centered on a number of closely allied parallel themes in variation, can, when gathered together, intuitively give to this understanding a re-iterated semblance of intellectual cohesion. This approach very much deals with an ‘orientation’, namely, an ‘existential orientation’ on the grounds that we are dealing with an ‘approach’ that, although distinctive in its experiential contours, is and cannot be definitively separated from that which it needs to be differentiated from, namely, ‘the relatively non-existential in orientation’. In this regard, in walking this dialectical middle path, I am channeling Martin Buber who might be paraphrased as someone who could say “I-Thou (or I-You)
 comes about through the I-Thou-ing (or the I-You-ing) of the I-It.” Without an ‘I-It’ there could be no ‘I-Thou’, and v.v. Or, translated, we could express this relation of dependence in this definition where ‘relative existentialization’ is ‘the relative existentialization of the relatively non-existential’. Consequently, a process of ‘relative de-existentialization’ is ‘the relative de-existentialization of the relatively existential’. (0)


First, I am going to expand further on this notion of ‘existentialization’. (1)
Then, I will note how the application of this attitude can radically alter the subjective-intersubjective landscape and can profoundly re-fashion ideas as to how we can choose to intervene in this world at large. In this regard, I am going to argue that ‘we cannot escape such processes of intervention’, as made both by ourselves and by others, as it is an experiential fact that ‘we are also immersed in a third domain of arbitrated interactions’ besides those two other relatively incommensurable domains of the private and public spheres of influence.
 (2)

To end, I will briefly discuss the intriguing observation that existentialism, historically, is neatly divided up between both religionists and non-religionists alike. (3)

1. Existential Discernment


‘Existential discernment’ is meant in the following two senses: first, ‘discerning what is meant by this expression’, and, second, how the use of this expression can ‘indicate a type of experience that could be described as relatively pro-relational rather than being merely relational in orientation along with the exhibited entailment of certain, ensuing potentially insightfully oriented ramifications’. (4)


Now, across the entirety of this essay, I am more grappling with ‘discernment’ in this first sense, in a philosophical defining of existential experience. Although, more correctly, the end goal is to be able to immediately recognize this philosophical discernment as matching that as that being found encountered in everyday experience, and, where together, this mutual overlapping engages an existential orientation through a process of progressive existentialization, incrementally inaugurated, albeit within all experiential limits. A process that can be promoted by the careful use of a number of strategies such as, e.g., invoking transcendental-like suspensions of that found to hand, namely, our pre-critical pre-judgments and prejudices; running double retranslations
 that ‘move’ or ‘turnaround’ our orientation from the materially-relational to a more mutual level of relational thinking; and, from there, on to a pro-relational perspective where we are to be even more respectful of our more important relationships... and from whence we can continually re(-)enter this world at large, hopefully, with processes of existentially oriented insightfulness, that we may, therein and thereafter, either create positive e/valuational formation, preserve the same, and/or re-create a more radical process of e/valuational formation through the re(-)self-organization of existential-transformation itself. (5)

In regard to this second sense of discernment, let me illustrate what is meant by this distinction between a ‘pro-relational experience’ and a (relatively non-mutual) ‘relational experience’. (6)

In a recent essay I spent some time puzzling over the philosophical problem of what might be meant by ‘existential spontaneity’, i.e., ‘our being spontaneous as an existential phenomenon’, e.g., when we find people being praised for their ‘spontaneity’ amongst other things
. Now, given that a child in passing, say, an ice-cream counter in a supermarket or mall might spontaneously demand an ice-cream from its parents, and then scream or cry if this demand were not to be met, one must hope that this type of spontaneity is not meant by this expression ‘existential spontaneity’. So, how are we to make this distinction? In this same essay, as a thought experiment, I also noted the situation where psychologists have left a sweet in front of a child telling them they will get three sweets if they do not eat that one, and, then they left the room for a short period of time in order to see if that child would then eat that lolly or was able to resist such temptation in the hope of being rewarded with three sweets. In my analysis of that situation, I opined that the child needed to stand back from the immediate relational situation of themselves and that object of temptation in order to entertain other possibilities like, e.g., that if it were the case that they’re not eating that lolly that they would then be rewarded for such self-control. That, in this latter act of suspension, a more pro-relational attitude was being entertained rather than a relational situation where everything was being taken, more or less, at just face value alone. That, by extension, existential spontaneity needs to be observed in a pro-relational stance rather than in a merely relational stance. I.e., when and where we attend to a more multi-dimensional sense of a ‘relational-situatedness’ rather than its apparent mono-relational sense of its apparent ‘situation’. Now, as an example of existential spontaneity, we might cite the argument by Mencius for the natural goodness of the person where he notes that if a child were to fall into a well, (or into the fiery space of the open hearth), we would automatically lean over and prevent that child from drowning (or being burnt). That, sadly, on some occasions, people have even lost their lives in the execution of this ‘spontaneous selflessness’ in observing this concern and care for others’. (7)


In another recent essay, I noted that the word ‘observe’ (as in, e.g., ‘observance’), can be given three meanings, namely, ‘our passively observing something’, ‘actively organizing our ensuing observance’, and, my conjecture of ‘an existentially engaging a responsible pattern of behaviour that was an apposite response to the nature of the relational-situatedness in question’. Using these three senses to import attitudes that, respectively, were ‘phenomenological’, ‘hermeneutical’, and ‘existential’ in orientation. ‘Phenomenological’ in our focusing on intentional objectivity (in our intending toward an intentional object)’. ‘Hermeneutical’ in our ‘actively invoking those genres of behaviour that organize the execution of such intentional motivation’. And where the ‘existential’ is ‘related to matters of subjectivity (reflecting the apparent nature of such intentional objectivity, just as intentional subjectivity is observed to be both consistently and persistently co-associated with each and every apparent act of intentional directedness)’. (8)


That, from reflections upon these triple senses of ‘observation’ I would like to contend that the practice, or ‘economy’, of ‘philosophy’ could be seen as ‘one part phenomenology, one part hermeneutics, and one part existentialism’… and where the latter is intimately connected with subjectivity, and choice, and other allied themes of a similar nature, such as, e.g., freewill, freedom, ethical considerations, concern and care for others, responsibility, etc. I.e., an existential appreciation of our relational-situatedness rather than just the mere presentation of our current sense of a relational situation. (9)


Moreover, we could also contend that these three aspects, or orientations, within this perceived pursuit of philosophical practice as follows, namely, ‘the phenomenological as falling within the private sphere’, ‘the hermeneutical as falling within the public sphere’, and, ‘the existential as falling within this sphere of the arbitrational’. Let me briefly argue why I think the existential orientation primarily falls within this domain of the arbitrated rather than in either a private and/or a public sphere of operation and influence. Now, ‘intentions’, as ‘intentional acts’, could be seen as an ‘aspiration to perform a certain set of sequential actions (as pre-organized within hermeneutical genres of behaviour) in order to realize the intentional objective of that aspirational act’. Unfortunately, as much as we might believe we can fully enact such intentional ambitions through our own intentional deliberations, more correctly, we are entirely dependent upon the intentional deliberations of others as much as they are dependent upon the deliberations of ourselves, and v.v., etc! So, e.g., if I wanted to buy a cup of coffee in a café my simple negotiations with the barista are only able to be acted upon if the complexity of a pre-negotiated world of arbitration is already in place. For the barista to just make a cup of coffee it has already transpired that vast armies of people have, over many years, cultivated those coffee plants, transported the beans, roasted them; had a pottery make cups, and then they, too, were transported, and sold, and so on… without even going into the sourcing of the milk and sugar, the building of a café, the building of roads, ensuring people have an economic surplus that will enable them to purchase cups of coffee, and so forth. That, in essence, only through the existence of these processes of arbitration are we then able to see out the successful enaction of those negotiations being superimposed upon such an intracultural-intercultural edifice. Hence this relatively incommensurable world of the arbitrated and it is upon the harmonized regulation of this domain that we can then find ourselves in a position to negotiate with one another in order to see out the successful fulfilment of those intentional aspirations. Such a sphere of operation and influence I also perceive as the primary domain for the exercise of an existential attitude along with its existential discernment given this necessary harmonization and resolution of our aspirational objectives within such a domain.
 Moreover, I would like to argue that such existential discernment, when suitably enacted, can also have radical consequences and ramifications in the form of both radical implications for the present and radical ramifications for the future. Let me explain… (10)

2. The potentially radical nature of an existential responsiveness and responsibility


As just indicated, we can also think of the existential domain as where we instigate apposite processes of resolution, as overseeing processes where some, indeed, only a small number of competing aspirational intentions will find successful forms of arbitrated compromise given our need to prioritize certain objectives and where others will be prioritizing their demands in this philosophically overlooked world of the arbitrated. That such processes of resolution may well, from time to time, inaugurate relatively radical shifts in such intentional directedness, or, rather, in instigating sudden and spontaneous processes of an intentional ‘re-directedness’. Where such shifts in direction may well take on either a critical complexion, arising from our pursuing more coherent processes of resolution, and, on other occasions, find an even more radical sense of complexion when our appreciation of our relational situatedness appears to immediately demand such a relatively novel, relatively non-premeditated responsiveness in observing a certain course of action… or either non-action or inaction…
 (11)


Just how does this appreciation of our relational-situatedness, rather than the mere appreciation of the relational situation per se, present us with the apparent authority to act in a certain way that finds itself being judged as ‘apposite’? Where such responsiveness seemingly finds a resonant alignment with our appreciation of those possible trajectories that, if enacted, would ‘progressively’ advance the progression of that same relationship in its relational-situatedness? Here, I would contend that it is the experiential totality of a relationship that supplies this ‘existential impetus’ through this semblance of an ‘existential difference’ acting, and reacting, as a ‘dynamic differential’. Let me explain. (12)


There is some truth to the saying that ‘the whole is greater than the sum of its parts’. However, we would be totally mistaken if we thought we could contemplate just this opposition between ‘parts’ and ‘whole’ when what we need to ‘economically’ entertain is a circulation of e/valuational formation in the form of a tripartite relationship between ‘parts’, ‘whole’, and ‘parts-and-whole’ (perceived as hyphenated), and where this latter experiential aspect emergently arises above and beyond the mere equivalence between the ‘mere whole’ or the ‘mere sum of those parts’. That such an emergent aspect ‘psychically’ represents the ‘relationship in its relational-situatedness’ and can be reduced to neither that mere ‘whole’ nor the mere ‘sum of the parts of that whole’ (given their mere equivalence in reductive terms of reference, and, then, our not being able to account for the emergent experience of that existential differential in any reductive form of reference).
 (13)’


That, in experiencing this ‘existential difference’ as a ‘dynamic differential’ we may well find the ‘existential impetus’ to have us critically changing direction or even, from time to time, radically shifting in what may well appear to be a totally unexpected sense of ‘re-direction’. Just as, e.g., the yeast added to the dough can markedly change the shape and volume of that bread from a flat, unleavened state to that of a more three-dimensional loaf. Or, as in the turning on of a light switch when we suddenly find the darkness illuminated in a manner that is quite different from the mere turning on of that light-switch itself. (14)


Obviously, if this attempt at an explanation has some merit, then we can note, if not fully explain, this coinciding semblance of an existential spontaneity previously alluded to as being somewhat commensurate with this process of resolution wherein our intentions find this form of a re-directed discharge. That, in this regard, we might consider it to be at least one characteristic hallmark that distinctively announces this type of experience as being ‘existential in orientation’. (15)


Just to illustrate how radical this experience of the existential can be I would like to use the following illustration. In my wallet, let me say, I have one shiny gold dollar coin. As this coin belongs to me, I can say, quite honestly, that I have and own that one dollar. Now, using this same idiom, we can say that ‘we have a friend’. But, it would be more apt to say ‘I don’t have, or own, that friend’, when, it would be more correct to say that ‘we share a friendship’. But, if relationships are ‘psychically greater than the sum of their parts’ then it would be even more correct to say, instead, that ‘that relationship shares us in that state of friendship’. These shifts in understanding take us far away from mere acts of possession and ownership, and re-direct us towards an experiential sense of the existential that is now far removed, but not completely removed, from the mere objects and subjects of a world understood purely in material terms of reference. Located now in this re-presentation of a psychic realm of the existential where we more experience the relational-situatedness of our relational situations in and through their existential specificity rather than in their disembodied materiality arrived at through reduction. (16)


As to where all these philosophical reflections will lead, we must be patient, as all this is just unraveling, or, rather, initiating a process of existential insightfulness that is without any actual sense of a beginning nor any real sense of an ending… since we can only work with, and should only work with, that which is to be found to hand…  since the existential is to be discerned through the relative existentialization of the relatively non-existential..?! (17)

3. Existentialism as a middle path?


Interestingly, an existential philosophy is not the sole preserve of either religionists or non-religionists. Indeed, both fraternities happily invoke its apparent methods and insights, and, in this regard, we might marvel how this state of affairs might proffer profitable grounds for dialogues to be conducted both within and between such fraternities. Then, how might this observation be utilized for engineering fruitful interactions and responses across the spectrum of both disciplinary and secularist pre-occupations? Upon what grounds could this hope be successfully engendered? (18)


To understand this possibility, I would like to speculate that the pursuit of the existential is best exercised though the deliberate use of a suitable set or series of suspensions.
 Just as (transcendental) phenomenology utilizes the use of a process of transcendental suspension, as articulated, e.g., by Edmund Husserl, then it may well be the case that an existential approach should be similarly constructed. Indeed, that such an attitude, too, should be central to both hermeneutics as well as the pursuit of philosophy, itself, as practiced within all its many subdisciplines.
 That, by such dispassionate means, we would then no longer be able to countenance forms of ideological extremism, be that on the Left or Right, and, in and through such a disciplined leveling, be then inclined to take a more ‘pragmatic’ appreciation as to the unraveling of such events… and then, in turn, re-find their re-construction through an ensuing utilization of a de-suspension..!?
 (19)


Obviously, this approach is ever a work in progress, and, perhaps, through serious debates can be re-cast in a form more fit for purpose as we face the exigencies of life in a world where ‘we can only find our freedom through others, and v.v…’ in a fragile and threatened world where we cannot escape our ongoing involvement with others, and, where existential forms of intervention, hopefully, would be both called for and then called forth, and, duly delivered in and through ‘an ensuing empowerment arising from this responsible appreciation of our current situatedness’… In our seeking through ‘the ongoing resolution of our relationships’ this semblance of a radical ‘authenticity’ through ‘the progressive re(-)enrichment of our relationships in this world at large..??’ (20)

      Noël Tointon, Wentworth Falls, 30.9.22.

4. A Diagrammatic Representation of the Philosophical Economy, etc.

Private Sphere


Public Sphere

Arbitrated Sphere

Phenomenological

Hermeneutical

Existential

Passive Encountering

Active Recognition
Engaged Engagement

History of the Past

History of the Future
History of the Present
 (21)
*    	For latest version of this paper: � HYPERLINK "http://www.homestead.com/noelshomepage/noelshomepage5.html" ��www.homestead.com/noelshomepage/noelshomepage5.html�


� 	This a third essay in a series of three essays where the two previous essays explore, respectively, non-existentially oriented processes of transformation, and, existentially oriented processes of transformation. 


� 	Translating the singular second voice in ‘Ich und Du’ (I and Thou/You) is problematic. When ‘thou’ was a regular occurrence in the English language the form ‘you’ was observed in those situations that required a more respectful use of the second voice. However, in modern English, ‘thou’ now has those connotations of respect (probably stemming from the persisting influence of the biblical translation authorized by King James I/VI of Scotland). 


� 	Noting my take on Rorty’s ideas on private and public spheres as ‘relatively incommensurable’ and not just (absolutistically) ‘incommensurable’ as per Solidarity, irony, and contingency, 1989.


� 	As implied in paragraph 16 where we move form the merely relational to the more mutual sense of the relational, and, then, on to a pro-relationally oriented sense of perspective.


� 	The Pursuit of Philosophy as a Discipline, Vol. III.7N.23-31. 


� 	I.e., through relative compactualization of the contractual. Refer to Pursuit, III.VII. 327- 333, etc.


� 	E.g., the articulation by Richard Rorty of novel, so-called ‘final’ vocabularies etc.


� 	In neutral terms we can see this ‘psychic input’ as our ability to ‘representatively encounter, recognize and engage this emergent sense and semblance of an existentially oriented experience’. However, how we wish to re(-)interpret this psychic semblance of the existential in an emergently oriented perspective has the religionist going in one direction and the non-religionist taking a more secular stance. 


� 	An ‘existential suspension’ is to be also read as ‘an ongoing, dynamic balance of all three aspects of the philosophical economy, etc.’ Hence my distinction, noted elsewhere, between the third economic moment of the ‘non-systematic existential’ and its broadening to include a relatively more ‘systematic sense of the existential’.


� 	Here I am arguing that at the center of disciplines, etc., is the use of the interrogative economy and that the very asking of questions already puts us in a dis-conjunctive suspension of the either/or, etc.


� 	Lest we become metaphorically trapped in the eternal suspension…. finding an apposite sense of freedom through a resolution of our volition expressing such chaotic and potentially radical re(-)direction!


� 	Illustrating, in effect, the practice of economic complexification where relatively close economies, through archetypal alignment with the archetypal economy, can mutually enrich each other through this form of an aligned commentary. E.g., that ‘hermeneutics’ is to be regarded as primarily occurring within the intersubjective public of the ‘public sphere’, and, that the same has a ‘future time orientation’ (through e.g., expectations, etc.).





