Religious Education Support Service
Section A:  Topic 4.2  Secular sources of communal values

Outcomes:

· Identify three key moments in the emergence of an independent secular value system

· Show how communal values can be shaped by sources other than religion

· Describe three different ways in which religions relate to secular culture

Leaving Certificate Religious Education Syllabus, p19
Please note that the following article is background information only on this topic.  It in no way constitutes a sample or exemplary answer on this topic.

The following notes have been partially adapted from ‘The Search for Meaning and Values’ – Eoin G. Cassidy (Veritas, 2004) and also ‘The Search for Meaning and Values’ by P. Goggin and C. Mc Carthy- Dineen
Secular or non-religious world views

The word ‘secular’ refers to a ‘this-worldly’ way of understanding human existence (Goggin and Mc Carthy-Dineen, p119).  It is the opposite of religious and as a world view it makes no reference to the existence of a god or the ‘sacred’ in human life.  In modern culture there is a variety of world views from which certain values have emerged.  In turn, these values have shaped the communities and cultures from which they emerged.  These world views are often in opposition to a religious world view.  In other cases there is a certain degree of harmony.  A religious world view finds meaning and value through faith in the divine and the transcendent – God.  A secular world view does not seek meaning outside of the person.  However, it has contributed to values that are important and may also be found in the religious world view, values such as the equality of all people, the dignity of human life, tolerance and compassion.  In European culture the emergence of a secular world view must be seen in the context of a desire to cut the connection between values and religious belief – a process that has evolved for over three hundred years from the rise of modern science to the emergence of a liberal culture.
Three moments in the emergence of an independent secular value system:

1. The Renaissance

2. The Enlightenment

3. Existentialism

1. Renaissance

Secularisation refers to the process by which a culture defines itself in a ‘this-worldly’ context.  As a result of secularisation, the world view of secularism developed.  Secularism places the person at the centre of everything and values the human ability to reason as primary.  Secularism can be traced back to the Renaissance in Italy and its development across Europe in the 15th and 16th centuries.  The Renaissance refers to changes and innovation in many disciplines – art, music, literature, architecture, economics, philosophy, religion.  Humanism was one of the defining characteristics of the Renaissance era.  Renaissance humanism was characterised by a spirit of individualism.  It placed the person at the centre of life and living.  Each individual was seen as unique, special and as potentially having the ability to understand the world.  This world view cherished the power of reason and the uniqueness of the person above other values.  Humanism has left a lasting impression on contemporary lifestyle and culture.
Confidence in human potential and belief in the power of human reason resulted in much creativity in all areas of human life.  Within the area of scientific discovery we can see the most outstanding achievements of human reason and potential.  The development of scientific reasoning is traceable to the emergence of secular humanism during the Renaissance era.  

2. The Enlightenment

The motto of the Enlightenment or Age of Reason could be summed up as ‘Dare to know’ (coined by Immanuel Kant).  The most intense and important period of the Enlightenment was between the English Revolution in 1688 and the French Revolution in 1789.  ‘The Enlightenment was marked by a belief in the freedom to make use of one’s reason in all fields of discourse’ (Cassidy, p240).  This implied the rejection of all traditional forms of authority, the drawing up of the foundations of a secular morality, and the conviction that scientific progress would result in human progress.  

With the expansion of learning and the development of printed literature throughout Europe, people were becoming acutely aware of developments in science and philosophy.  This era saw the birth of the ‘coffee-house’ as a place where people could meet and share opinions on many subjects.  There was a large increase in publications such as pamphlets and literary magazines, which contributed to the growth of open debate and thought. During this period, there emerged new forms of literature and drama.  One important feature of this time was the breaking down of class barriers.  (Goggon and Mc Carthy-Dineen, p121).  In the coffee-houses and salons of Europe it became fashionable to ignore differences in social status.  This contrasted with the Court of the King, for example, where only the nobility were permitted to attend.  Out of this period there emerged the values and slogan underpinning the French Revolution:  Liberty, Equality and Fraternity.  These aims developed and eventually came to be understood as human rights.  Towards the end of the 18th century Thomas Paine, the best known political writer of his day, who was active in both the American and French Revolutions, wrote two books: ‘The Age of Reason’ and ‘The Rights of Man’.  The first book describes the century as a whole, while the second states one of the major themes of this period, human rights.  In 1789 the National Assembly of France approved the ‘Declaration on the Rights of Man and the Citizen’.  This document was to become the human rights model for much of Europe and for the Constitution of the USA.  The first right stated in this Declaration proclaimed:  ‘Men are born and remain free and equal in rights.  Social distinctions may be founded only on the general good.’  This article can be compared to the first article of the Universal Declaration on Human Rights, passed by the UN in 1948 after WWII.  We can see the continuation of Enlightenment humanism in the world view and values expressed by the UN in their declaration.  

One cultural development during the Enlightenment period was the philosophical tradition of empiricism, founded by John Locke (1632 – 1704).  His Essay Concerning Human Understanding is widely regarded as the most important document in the early development of an empiricist philosophical culture.  His epistemology contributed to a materialistic and mechanistic world-view and also provided the ingredients that helped to shape the political institutions that emerged after the French and American revolutions.  Locke was influenced by scientific minds such as Francis Bacon and Robert Boyle.  Boyle may have first suggested the deist idea of the world as a machine like a complex clock and God as the clockmaker who sets the world in motion and then withdraws from the world.  This view resonated with Locke’s deist / rationalist concept of God, a God who was impersonal and who had withdrawn from the world and left it to run by its own laws.  ‘God as a cosmic clockmaker replaces a belief in a personal God who continues to reveal himself in and through the community of believers’ (Cassidy, p243).  Locke saw himself as an underlabourer whose task it was to ‘eliminate useless accretions which are an obstacle to the acquisition of genuine knowledge’ (Cassidy, p242).  He proposed a theory of knowledge that takes it inspiration from the new scientific methodology.  He saw the mind as a tabula rasa – a blank sheet that is filled by sense perception.  Human understanding consisted of simple and complex ideas / mental images of sense perception and reflection, - a core assumption of empiricism.  His views influenced the moral nihilism of an eighteenth century materialist French philosopher, Helvétius, who claimed that man is nothing more than the sensibilité physique that functions according to the law of pleasure and pain.
Locke’s most lasting contribution to a secular value system is his political theory which has shaped liberalism and liberal democracy.  For Locke, humans are naturally in the state of nature until they freely chooses to make themselves members of society.  In the state of nature we are rational, equal, free and we possess inalienable human rights independently of any political system’s recognition of them.  Natural rights came from natural law, which came from God.  The God-given duty to preserve one’s life entails the necessary existence of basic natural rights to life, liberty and property.  In effect, he was proposing a human rights theory that would become the cornerstone of the emerging democracies in post-revolutionary France and America at the end of the eighteenth century.  Hand in hand with this liberalism is the belief that we are first and foremost individuals rather than social beings.  ‘The state only emerges as a product of a social contract between free and equal individuals in order to enjoy the fruits of mutually beneficial co-operation and to protect individual human rights’ (Cassidy, p244).  One needs to protect one’s property from hostile forces, and this is one reason for the establishment of a state.  Locke strongly defended the right to own private property.  He also advocated the separation of powers of the executive, legislative and the federative. Many of his values and ideas continue to have a strong influence on modern liberal culture.
3. Existentialism
‘Existentialism is a philosophical system whose focus is on the meaning of existence or more precisely, the question as to whether human existence has any distinctive meaning’ (Cassidy, p252).
1914 - 1918 was marked by the World War I.  This terrible event saw millions die and massive casualties.  The impact on the new generation was deep and lasting.  Many were disillusioned and no longer cared for the values of the previous generation.  They no longer looked to the Church for meaning.  Instead, they believed that in the quest for meaning the person had nothing more to rely on other than themselves.  The spirit of the age was marked by discontent.  (Goggon and Mc Carthy-Dineen, p122).  The fact that one existed in the world was the starting point of this philosophy.  According to an existentialist world-view, each person is responsible for the choices they make, and each human being must decide for or against a particular course of action and take responsibility for that decision.  In this world view, there are no criteria for deciding what are the right decisions and the wrong decisions.  Existentialism rejects the possibility of meaning being found outside the person and is characterised by the complete rejection of all other meanings that are on offer. With its emphasis on the individual and the distrust of any ‘meaning’ offered from other sources, it has had an enormous impact on the values of contemporary Western societies. 

Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900): 
Author of the Birth of Tragedy (1872), Thus Spoke Zarathustra (1883), Beyond Good and Evil (1886), On the Genealogy of Morals (1887) and Twilight of the Idols (1889).   Nietzsche offered an unrivalled critique of Christianity and religion in general.  His pronouncement ‘God is dead’ signals the end of a culture that can no linger live as if God existed.  For him, the search for meaning and values is senseless.  There is neither meaning nor value to existence in Nietzsche’s nihilistic world view.  The death of God also involves the death of morality since there is no objective source of meaning.  Therefore, any rational justification for ethics is doomed to failure.  It is therefore a pretence to construct an ethic on any basis other than arbitrary choice.  For Nietzsche there is just one imperative: the will to power.  There is just one ethic: ‘might is right’.  He strongly criticised Christianity since it opposed his core principle that God is dead.  His master morality of ‘might is right’ also strongly conflicted with Christian morality.  For him the Christian values of love, service, humility and obedience represent a slave morality, ‘a decadent and life-denying culture as distinct from the life-affirming and egotistical natural instincts of individuals who have embraced the ‘will to power’’ (Cassidy, p254).
His vehement critique of Christianity is one aspect of his overall hostility to all theories of meaning and value, in particular the Enlightenment project.  For him, Enlightenment attempts to construct a morality, such as utilitarianism, were just an effort to disguise their acceptance of the logic of the ‘will to power’.  ‘In this context, one could describe Nietzsche’s project at a desire to unmask the veil that cloaks the truth, namely that in a world devoid of meaning there is nothing else but the logic of power.  In this scenario, his proposal is to liberate modernity to accept its human destiny; to raze to the ground all of the structures of inherited moral belief and argument and to replace them with the Űbermensch or Superman – that unattached solitary individual who knows only one imperative, namely the will to power’ (Cassidy, p254).  

For Nietzsche, Socrates may have been ironic or simply mistaken in proclaiming belief in a world of meaning and order.  Like Christ, Socrates too is for ridiculed by Nietzsche.  Instead of a world of order and harmony espoused by Socrates and Christ, Nietzsche proposes the cult of desire and sexuality associated with the god Dionysus.  He argues that this cult is not a form of escapism from a pessimistic world-view.  For him the culture of modernity is truly guilty of escapism. He has no room for Enlightenment values (e.g. rationality, acceptance of utilitarianism, merit of democracy) or for any values.  Indeed he asks ‘might not morality be a will to negate life, a secret instinct of annihilation, a principle of decay, diminution, and slander – the beginning of the end?’ (Self-Criticism, 23)  He describes Christianity as ‘essentially and fundamentally life’s nausea and disgust with life, merely concealed behind, masked by, dressed up as, faith in ‘another’ or ‘better’ life’ (Self-Criticism, 23).  Christianity represents escapism and fear of sensuality.  Although a critic of the enlightenment he is also a product of it as can be seen from his inferred image of God as simply an illusory human projection designed to overcome a sense of alienation from life.  
‘Nietzsche’s critique of all inherited sources of meaning and values is radical not because of his attack on Christianity, but rather because his critique is anti-social in a manner that is hostile to any possible conception of a community of civil society.  The Űbermensch finds his good nowhere in the social world, but only in himself’ (Cassidy, p257).  His is a rootless and relativist world view. 
Jean Paul Sartre (1905-1980):

Author of Being and Nothingness (1940), Nausea (1944), and Existentialism and Humanism (1945).  ‘His philosophy revolved around a passionate belief in absolute freedom and a study of the consequences of that stance’ (Cassidy, p258).  The freedom to choose one’s own life and the dangers of making the wrong choice are the central concerns of the existentialist philosophers including Sartre.  He is the proponent of existentialism as a world-view.  ‘Man is condemned to be free’ is one of his most famous pronouncements.  This reveals some of the values of existentialism. The person is solely responsible for his/her own life.  There is no meaning to be found.  Human life cannot be given any meaning from the outside.  The world-view was bleak and unrelenting in its insistence that all anyone had was the fact of their existence.

Sartre offered a phenomenological analysis of being in which he distinguished between two contrasting ways in which ‘being’ appears: ‘being in itself’ and ‘being for itself’.  The distinction is between beings that lack a consciousness of their own existence and beings that are conscious (human beings).  Human beings are tied to nothing and are radically free.  He distinguishes the idea that essences precedes existence from the idea that existence precedes essence.  The former idea implies a creator God who had a blueprint of who I am (essence).  In this regard humans may seem to be free but are really just like puppets since God knows and controls everything about us.  In his philosophy of absolute freedom he proclaims that existence precedes essence.  In this regard the human being is a creator rather than a creature.  I exist and then create my essence through the exercise of my free will.  Sartre proclaims ‘I choose, therefore I am’.  He believes that a theistic world view is simply incompatible with a belief in human freedom.  Only atheism can do justice to absolute freedom.  He criticises secular humanists who believe that theism is just an out of date hypothesis that will die away in time.  ‘As with Nietzsche, Sartre too recognised that the acceptance of the non-existence of God has huge implications in respect of any and every quest for meaning and values.  For with the death of God one loses all hope of finding values – any reason to act in one way rather than another (Cassidy, p260).  The implication of atheism is that man is condemned to be free.  ‘Dostoevsky once wrote ‘if God did not exist, everything would be permitted’; and that, for existentialism, is the starting point.  Everything is indeed permitted if God does not exist, and man is in consequence forlorn, for he cannot find anything to depend upon either within or outside himself’ (Existentialism and Humanism, 33-34).   Accepting our freedom means that we must accept anguish, abandonment and despair.  I am utterly responsible for my own choices.  Despite all the advice I seek, I choose alone.  Despair is inevitable since choices are futile yet inescapable.  Nothing matters.  I must always choose, yet not choice has any significance.  ‘To embrace despair is to be prepared to live without hope’ (Cassidy, p262). 
For Sartre, human beings desire to be God, to be free and to be all powerful – to no longer need to desire anything or to find oneself in a perpetual state of becoming.  If I can be God I can be truly powerful and truly free.  The person in Sartre’s philosophy is radically isolated.  He once stated that ‘hell is other people.’ Indeed relationships do in fact place constraints on our freedom.  Yet his image of freedom is one that fails to see that freedom can be experienced a s gift, a vital part of loving relationships.  If freedom is only achieved through the acquisition of power then all relationships must be perceived in the context of ‘dominate / dominated’.  ‘There is a fine line but also an immense gulf between Sartre’s view of human fulfilment and that proposed by a religion such as Christianity: a fine line in the difference between the desire to be God and the desire to be like God; an immense gulf between the paths of pride and humility, or to put it another way, the paths of power and love’ (Cassidy, p263). 

Some existentialists such as Kierkegaard, Gabriel Marcel and Karl Jaspers were Christian.  Most existentialists however rejected any theistic source of meaning and values.

How communal values can be shaped by sources other than religion
Liberal individualism:
Communal values in general in Western society are not shaped by a liberal ethos.  Liberalism (liberal individualism) emerged as a political doctrine and a cultural phenomenon and has emerged over a long period of time in various phases, the earliest occurring during the rise of modern science in the 17th century with its emphasis on rationality.  Today we experience a radical form of liberal individualism – one that may signal the collapse of the attempt to shape communal values in a liberal culture.

The rise of the liberal ethos paralleled the emphasis on the autonomy of the human subject in the writings of Thomas Hobbes and John Locke.  This era in history announced the arrival of the person as an individual and the rise of individualism as a political doctrine.  Rosseau and Voltaire inspired the liberalism that gave rise to the American constitution and the wide acceptance of the ideal of liberal democracy – founded on the belief in the person as an individual.  Liberalism also emerged during the disintegration of an older world view – ‘the dissolution of the inherited sources of meaning that gave a coherence and a unity to the medieval and early Renaissance cultures’ (Cassidy, p268).  The legacy of the Reformation and the wars of religion also inspired the rise of liberal individualism.  From the 18th century onwards liberalism became a doctrine to provide a way of coping with irresolvable conflict.  Two core features of liberalism emerged: tolerance and a belief in the value of pluralism.  Liberal democracy is designed to respect the values of freedom and equality as well as promoting tolerance and the pluralism of values, ideals and religious beliefs.
Liberal democracy has embraced two different theories as a basis for social harmony and interaction: utilitarianism and human rights theory.  Both of these theories are expressions of liberalism and its attempt to shape communal values in a culture which no longer shares a clear vision of the Good or purpose to human nature (such as was provided by the communal nature of the Greek polis of Plato and Aristotle or the community cohesion offered by a religion such as Christianity.  Human rights theory is more liberal than utilitarianism.  Human rights theory ‘suggests that certain individual rights are inviolable and it attempts to avoid any commitment to a shared notion of the good’ (Cassidy, p268/9).  Utilitarianism holds a pragmatic theory of the Good in terms of utility or pleasure or consumerism.  Where a capitalist ethos prevails, liberalism is pluralist theoretically yet pragmatic in practice.  Consumerism is pragmatic.  Utilitarianism emerged with the writings of Bentham and Hume.  Adam Smith, the economist, is also highly significant.  He has strongly shaped the values of the market which in turn shapes much of the ethics of business in liberal cultures.
Locke and Kant strongly influenced the rise of human rights theory during the Enlightenment.  Locke favoured a social contract theory of the state – one that emphasises the importance of the individual who possesses inalienable human rights.  Locke believed that the justification and function of government was to protect and promote individual human rights.  The natural rights to life, liberty and property set definite boundaries to the authority of the state.  Human right theory was clearly espoused in the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights.  Other covenants have since been promulgated: The European Convention on Human Rights (1954), the International Covenant on civil and Economic Rights (1966), The UN Convention on Social and Economic rights (2000).  In Ireland, North and South, independent human rights commissions have been set up to ensure compliance with human rights obligations and to promote the idea of human rights.  Thus, human rights theory is of central importance today in the shaping of communal values.
Three different ways in which religions relate to secular culture

There is still a widely accepted vision of the common good – inherited from a religious, mainly Christian, background.  There is widespread support for human rights legislation within which communal values can be constructed.  Most human rights are based on at least a tacit acceptance of basic Christian beliefs about the nature and dignity of the human person.  ‘The challenge for theists of a Christian persuasion is to create and sustain community in an individualistic culture’ (Cassidy, p281).  Religion can counter an instrumentalist culture that does not know the meaning of commitment, constancy and fidelity.  Christian communities face the challenge of offering an experience of what it means to belong to a community and also to appreciate the commitments of others.  ‘Religious communities and schools have the potential to provide an ethos, a sense of community, shared values and a shared sense of the good that alone can critique the radical pluralism and rootlessness of an individualist society’ (Cassidy, p282).  Religion therefore can potentially offer hope to those who feel lost or rootless.  It can also offer reconciliation to a divided world and forgiveness to individuals who find it hard to forgive themselves.  Christian communities also have ht potential to challenge the dominance of the individualist ideology of market capitalism.  Christian ministry can offer social solidarity and compassion to those who are broken and left behind in a culture that celebrates winners.  Religion offers the possibility of justice in an unjust world, where those in poverty suffer not just material deprivation but loss of self esteem in a culture that measures the worth of a person in terms of his/her disposable income.  
The manner in which religion relates to the secular culture varies depending on the particular political and religious context.  One extreme advocates a theocracy (as in some Islamic states) while the other extreme advocates the total separation of Church and State.  For example in the USA the constitution separates Church from State.  The EU however is the opposite.  The UK offers a state religion (Church of England) while Germany, Austria, Italy Spain and Portugal officially recognise the Catholic Church through concordats with the Vatican.  Within the EU, religious education is supported by the state.  However, in France there is a total separation of Church and State and there is no religious instruction in state schools.  Ireland is peculiar amongst EU countries in that we have no official state religion nor a concordat with the Vatican yet (unlike France and the USA) religious education is funded by the state in primary and second level schools.  Unlike ‘concordat’ countries, Ireland does not subsidise Churches, not entitle them to levy taxes.  The State here does not pay a salary to the clergy.  We have no ministry for religious affairs, yet ‘religious marriages’ are recognised as binding in civil law (a phenomenon that is almost unique within the EU).
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