Religious Education Support Service
Section A: Topic 2.2 The Tradition of Response

The Humanist Tradition
Outcome: 
· Identify three key people in the humanist tradition.  In each case, briefly outline one key idea of their teaching.

Leaving Certificate Religious Education Syllabus, p15
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 adapted from ‘The Search for Meaning and Values’ – Eoin G. Cassidy (Veritas, 2004)
Humanism is founded on the desire to ‘recover the philosophical and cultural treasures of classical antiquity…in the minds of many today it has come to be synonymous with a set of beliefs that is proposed as an alternative to a theistic and specifically Christian world-view’ (Cassidy, p146).  Humanism has many expressions e.g. secular / atheistic humanism of scientific positivism (Auguste Comte) and atheistic existentialism (Friedrich Nietzsche and Jean Paul Sartre).  Humanism professes belief that ‘humans achieve their potential only to the extent that they desacralise themselves and their world; they will not be truly free until they have killed the last god’ (Cassidy, p146).
In a positive sense humanism celebrates the brilliance of human nature through art, sculpture, literature, poetry and music.  In the eighteenth century humanism found expression in the celebration of the human spirit of scientific enquiry (notable during the Age of Reason).  Humanists at that time included Goethe, Kant, Voltaire and Rosseau.  They had a growing sense of human autonomy which was secured through the use of reason.  Stoic ideals of fraternity, equality and universal citizenship were linked to political liberation – giving rise to the French Revolution of 1789.  Marx later concerned himself with the class struggle as a means to achieve his political ideals.  He criticised capitalism and Christianity, adding an atheistic and socialistic flavour to humanism.  

The twentieth century saw the rise of existential humanism, notably humanists such as Heidegger, Sartre and Camus.  This humanism lacked confidence in the power of reason and in the power of human progress.  It celebrates human autonomy as we are freed from illusions of religious belief by embracing nihilism – the philosophy of the absurd.  
Some of the key ideas of three people in the humanist tradition:
	Erasmus
	Karl Marx
	Albert Camus

	* The importance of education.

* Freedom of the will and the perfectibility of human nature through dedication to a moral life.
	* Class struggle

* Liberation of humanity from alienation

* The oppression of religion
	* The absurdity of the world

* Philosophy of defiance

* Justice & human solidarity

* Human fallibility / sinfulness


Erasmus (1466 – 1536)
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Erasmus was a Renaissance humanist from Rotterdam.  As a counselor to the future Emporer Charles V he sympathized with Reformation ideals but defended the importance of freedom of the will against the views of Martin Luther.  He produced a Greek edition of the New Testament, a move that upset Church authorities since it was perceived to challenge the Latin ‘Vulgate’ version.  One of his key contributions to the humanist tradition is his belief in the importance of education.  He believed that education trains the mind and facilitates moral and spiritual development while also promoting civic virtues.  His views on education certainly influenced early Jesuit writings, in particular the importance he attributed to the teacher, to methodologies and to the innate perfectibility of human nature.  He was among the first to campaign against the use of corporal punishment.
We may call Erasmus a Christian humanist.  He promoted the figure of Christ as the model for his vision of the human person.  The Catholic Church and the Reformed communities did not necessarily welcome his views – due in part to the satirical nature of some of his works, e.g. ‘Praise of Folly’.  In this work Erasmus has strong criticisms for scholastic theologians and Church leaders.  The Council of Trent condemned his books and placed them on the index of banned literature.  Erasmus criticized the excesses of the Church and was sympathetic to the Reformation’s attempt to return to the biblical roots of faith.  However, he conflicted with Luther and the movement for Reform.  The core of their disagreement was the ‘issue of the freedom of the will and the perfectibility of human nature through dedication to a moral life’ (Cassidy, p150).  Erasmus believed in the power of self-determination and he loved the world of Platonism and neo-Platonism.  Luther, however, felt that the views of Erasmus were those of the heresy of Pelagianism.  For Luther, anything that minimised the centrality of grace in the role of salvation was impossible.  This issue contributed to the decline of this phase of humanism.  After the Reformation of the mid 1500s Europe would be less tolerant of the eclectic nature of Renaissance humanism.
Karl Marx (1818 – 1883)
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The humanist legacy of the Enlightenment is reflected in the political philosophy of Marx.  Marx was a German atheist but had links with the Jewish tradition as he grew up.  His grandfather was a rabbi and his father converted to Protestantism due to prevalent anti-semitism.  Ironically, Judaism clearly influenced the writings of Marx, despite his atheistic stance.  Both interpret human history in messianic categories.  ‘The vision of an eschatological goal of human liberation was to become the lynchpin of his humanist philosophy’ (Cassidy, p151).
As a student Marx was interested in the revolutionary possibilities implicit in Hegel’s philosophy.  In 1843 he published ‘Towards a critique of Hegel’s philosophy’, wherein he criticizes religion as ‘the opium of the people’.  Marx moved from his criticisms of religion to a strong critique of capitalism.  He wrote articles and pamphlets in an effort to expose the excesses of nineteenth century capitalism ‘and the barbarous nature of colonial exploitation’ (Cassidy, p151).  He was forced to move to Brussels due to the potential threat of his revolutionary ideas for capitalism.  Here he wrote extensively on dialectical materialism and scientific communism.  He wrote ‘Philosophers have merely interpreted the world in various ways: the point however is to change it’ (Thesis on Feurerbach, 11).  He founded the Communist league and in 1848 he published the Manifesto of the Communist Party.  Banished from Brussels he then moved to Paris and then to London.  Here he completed Das Kapital (On Capital, 1867).  He directed the work of the International Workingmen’s Association, campaigning for the transfer of land into common ownership, a shorter working day, and Home Rule in Ireland.
The dialectical materialism theme in his philosophy outlines his approach to the revolutionary nature of class struggle.  Less obvious perhaps is the humanist dimension of his philosophy.  His philosophy celebrated the dignity of human nature ‘and the desire to provide a pathway for the liberation of humanity from its state of alienation’ (Cassidy, p152).  Marx was determined to uncover the causes of oppression.  His works describe persuasive critiques of industrial and colonial oppression.  He believed that human nature could be explained in material and economic terms.  Therefore he examined the economic structures in society that cause and resolve human alienation.  He promoted the belief in the value of overthrowing capitalism so as to ensure the liberation of humankind from the source of all alienation – the bondage of economic slavery.  In this respect his ideas were truly revolutionary.

The goal of social liberation for Marx was fuelled by a humanist philosophy, and the apparent similarities between his philosophy and Christianity were anathema to him.  He remained convinced that ‘the criticism of religion is the presupposition of all criticism’ (Towards a critique of Hegel’s philosophy, Introduction, 1843).  In fact, for Marx the overthrow of religion was the first step in the revolutionary process (even though he believed that we invented religion in order to deal with alienation).  He writes:
‘Religious misery is in one way the expression of real misery and in another a protest against real misery.  Religion is the sigh of the afflicted creature, the soul of a heartless world, as it is also the spirit of spiritless conditions.  It is the opium of the people’. (Towards a critique of Hegel’s philosophy, p287, 1843)

Marx agreed with Feuerbach that man makes religion, religion does not make man.  Like drugs, religion, in Marxist philosophy, just dulls the pain and is a coping mechanism that ultimately does not work.  Religion simply provides temporary relief in an imaginary world.  Instead of emancipating oppressed workers, he believed, religion reinforces oppression.  It dulls the pain of servitude by offering an illusory promise of eternal happiness in the afterlife.  It serves capitalism in so far as it minimizes the possibility of armed revolution.  Therefore, for the evil oppression of capitalism to be banished it is vital that religion be exposed as illusory happiness.  He rejects religion on the basis of his humanist outlook.
Albert Camus (1913 – 1960)
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Camus was an existentialist humanist, writing in the interim between World War 1 and World War II.  His philosophy expresses the view that the belief in reason and the progress of civilisation which were hallmarks of the Enlightenment was misplaced.  At the core of existentialist philosophy is the conviction of an absurd world, devoid of meaning – a meaning that cannot be found and in fact does not even exist.  ‘It shows its humanist character in the heroic affirmation of humanity in the face of an absurd world’ (Cassidy, p154).  In this respect it resembles the tragic figures of Prometheus and Sisyphus in Greek mythology.  
Camus wrote many plays and short stories as a journalist.  He edited ‘Combat’, the newspaper of the French resistance movement during the Nazi occupation of France.  His first major philosophical work, ‘The Myth of Sisyphus’ was published in 1942 as well as his first novel, ‘The Outsider’.  A theme common to both works was the struggle to grapple with an absurd world.  Camus proclaimed ‘a philosophy of defiance or revolt against the Gods – a celebration of absolute freedom that placed Camus firmly within the philosophical milieu of Existentialism’ (Cassidy, p155).  He also wrote novels, including ‘The Plague’ (1947) and ‘The Fall’ (1956).  In his writings we see Camus gradually distancing himself from the belief in absolute freedom that characterized the philosophy of Jean Paul Sartre.  In ‘The Rebel’ (1951) we see him seek alternative ideals such as the classical humanist ideals of justice and human solidarity.  At this time Camus also criticized the French Communist party, thereby distancing himself further from French existentialism.  His philosophy became more akin to the ancient Greek culture that inspired humanist thought.  He was awarded the Nobel Prize for literature in 1957 and died in a car accident in 1960.
In ‘The Myth of Sisyphus’ his humanist views are expressed through embracing the mythical Greek tragic hero, Sisyphus.  Sisyphus had challenged the gods and was thereafter punished by having to roll a rock endlessly to the top of a mountain – the stone continually rolling back down ender its own weight.  This image is aligned with the plight of labourers in the mass production systems of capitalist economies.  Camus believed that Sisyphus was like all humans: engaged in the futile task of searching for meaning in a world that is absurd.  Sisyphus is particularly wretched since he is totally aware of his tragic condition.  This awareness allowed him to pour scorn on his fate and to celebrate the absurdity.  This view gave him freedom (and can free us, Camus says) from the drudgery of a life of pretence or self-absorption.  ‘In quoting the immortal worlds of the blinded Oedipus, ‘that all is well’ Camus celebrates the liberating thought that fate is henceforth a human matter that both can and must be settled amongst ourselves’ (Cassidy, p156).  Sisyphus also believes that all is well:
‘This universe henceforth without a master seems to him neither sterile or futile’ (Sisyphus, 111).

Sisyphus, nevertheless, remains at the bottom of the mountain eternally to embrace his burden of rolling the stone.
Novels such as The Outsider and The Plague reflect Camus’ spirit of revolt, freedom and passion.  The Outsider may be interpreted as the status of the person who refuses to take refuge in religion and refuses to pretend that there is meaning.  The outsider is personified in the character of Meursault whose mother had died.  The event of this death reveals the depth of absurdity in the world.  His mother, a convinced atheist, had refused to take refuge in religion as she aged. She even embarked on a new relationship with a fellow resident in the care home.  With her impending death it would appear that she experienced tremendous freedom and the will to start life all over again.  Camus describes how he was drained of hope and how he laid his heart open to the benign indifference of the universe – a realisation that allowed him freedom and happiness.

Using the image of baptism (ironically) Camus describes the fresh perspective and radical nature of the conversion that is entailed in embracing a philosophy of absolute freedom.  Like Sartre, Camus believed that we are ‘condemned to choose without hope.  It is a world in which we are left alone and without excuse.’ (Cassidy, pp157/8).  He departs from Sartre by holding the view that it is a world in which we can be happy, despite the absurdity.  Like Nietzsche, Camus was critical of what he perceived as the Christian negation of life and denial of the passions and embraced the ethic of the Greek god Dionysus – the god of intoxication, passion and ecstasy.
In The Plague it is innocent suffering, especially the suffering of children that reveals the absurdity of the world.  It is an issue that defies full explanation even in Christian theology – how to reconcile the image of an all-powerful, all-loving God with the suffering and death of innocent children.  In the novel we meet Fr. Paneloux and the humanist doctor, Dr. Rieux in dialogue after the death of the only child of a mutual friend.  Rieux represents Camus in his desire for mad revolt.  When Fr. Paneloux suggests that we should love that which we cannot understand Rieux disagrees, refusing to love ‘a scheme of things in which children are put to torture’.  Unlike Meursault (The Outsider) Rieux / Camus is not just determined to be angry or happy.  Rieux and Paneloux are placed side by side in the novel, working for something that unites them both.  The classical humanist ideal of human solidarity comes to the fore and despite their differences, ‘Camus believes that there is a bond that unites the Humanist and the Christian, one that is founded on a genuine solidarity in the face of the struggle against all forms of evil or suffering’ (Cassidy, p159).  The book ends with a reminder of ‘the never ending fight against terror and its relentless onslaughts…by all who, while unable to be saints but refusing to bow down to pestilences, strive their utmost to be healers’ (The Plague, pp250 – 251).  The Rebel also reveals Camus’ desire for justice and human solidarity.  Here he expresses the need to rebel against all forms of oppression, including the oppression of believing in a God who limits or denies human freedom.  Adapting Déscarte’s cogito, ‘I think, therefore I am’ Camus writes ‘I rebel – therefore we exist’ (The Rebel, p28).  He was aware of the complex relationship between atheistic humanism and theism.
By 1956 when Camus wrote The Fall most of the confident optimism of The Outsider and the idealism of The Plague had lost momentum.  The Fall reveals a manifestation of the absurd in a world where it is impossible to find forgiveness.  He explores here human fallibility and sinfulness.  The humanist sinner (Jean-Baptiste Clemence) in The Fall replaces the humanist saint (Dr. Rieux) in The Plague.  Jean-Baptiste reminds us that the true outsider is John the Baptist, crying in the wilderness a message of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  In The Fall there is no forgiveness so repentance is futile.  The novel reveals the inherent inhumanity within each person.  ‘The struggle against evil remains constant but the face of evil is now the face in the mirror’ (Cassidy, p161).  There is no salvation.  There is no temporary victory over evil.  The world remains unforgiving.  In this deeply pessimistic view of human nature, ‘one is more conscious of a longing for a God who will bring forgiveness than any rejection of God as an outdated hypothesis’ (Cassidy, p161).
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