Religious Education Support Service

Section A Topic 2.2 The Tradition of Response

Outcome: Identify three key people in the humanist tradition. In each case, briefly outline one key idea on their teaching.

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.

Karl Marx
Karl Marx was born in Trier in Germany in 1818. He came from a Jewish background but his parents were Christian. He completed his studies at the University of Bonn and in 1843 married. His wife was from an aristocratic family. They went to live in Paris were they met Friedrich Engels and they wrote the Communist Manifesto”. His Great interest (and worry) was the plight of the poor. He wanted a social revolution. This was probably influenced by the death of three of his children. He was in poor health himself and was very often poor. However he did want his work to be considered anything other than scientific. He believed that matter not spirit was what governed people’s thinking.

There were three main philosophical influences in Marx’s work. 1 German philosophy; Hegel put forward the idea of dialectical development which was a form of thought which arises when one overcomes contradictions. Feuerbach criticised ideas of religion and God. 2 French social theory; Proudhon; he is considered the father of Anarchism. He believed that only the overthrow of capitalism would rid society of social injustices. 3 British economic theory; Adam Smith put forward the idea of laissez faire which held that the best way to promote the common good is to allow people to pursue their own best interests.

Marx put forward the theory of Dialectical materialism. This is a philosophical method. He said that a thesis is stated and this causes one to think of the opposite which is the antithesis. There is a clash between the thesis and the antithesis and this is resolved by bring both ideas together in a synthesis. This synthesis in turns becomes a new thesis. An so it can carry on. 

Marx’s theory of History is a good example of this. Kings and rulers had absolute power (Thesis). The other end of society had the poor (Antithesis). The king and the poor cooperated and formed the feudal society (Synthesis). This synthesis became a new thesis namely that lords (Thesis) and serfs (Antithesis). These came together and formed a capitalist society which was a new synthesis. This new synthesis became a new thesis that employers and workers (Antithesis). The new synthesis would be Marxist communism. 

Marx believed that in a society made up of classes, one class will always try to exploit another class. Only in a classless society such as Communism would this cease. 

Marx also believed that in a modern industrial society most people only complete part of a task in the workplace. An example is a factory production; no one makes a complete article. He believed that this led to people feeling that they had not achieved anything and were separated from any feeling of accomplishment. This he called alienation. He also taught that people had a created a technical world but had little control over it and this he called self alienation.

Marx believed that there were only two classes, the employers and the workers. What he did not take into account was the emerging middle class would identify with the employers not the workers. Also workers strived to become more like employers in such things as buying a bigger house etc and taking on the ideas of the employers.

Immanuel Kant

Immanuel Kant was on April 24, 1724 in Konigsberg East Prussia. HE changed his name to Immanuel after studying Hebrew. His studies at the University were interrupted by his father’s illness but he continued his research on philosophical matters.

Kant’s work was a bridge which connected Rationalism and Empiricism in Germany of the eighteenth century. 

Kant was a professor of logic and metaphysics who was very unorthodox in his ideas on religion. He based his view on rationalism over revelation. This prompted King Frederick William II of Prussia to forbid Kant from teaching religious subjects. Kant complied until the king died 5 years later

In Kant's key piece called the Critique of Pure Reason (1781), he examines the bases of human knowledge. In it he specifies two types of thinking: analytic and synthetic. To Kant an analytic mode of thinking is determined by a proposition in which the truth is self-evident for the reverse would be self-contradictory. The synthetic mode of thinking is determined by a proposition that results from ones experiences.

He goes further to add two other types of propositions: empirical and a priori. An empirical proposition depends entirely on one perception through the senses. A priori propositions are not perceived through the senses but are fundamental propositions. Kant considered all objects of the material world as "fundamentally unknowable from the viewpoint of reason." These objects are "merely raw material from which sensations are formed."

Kant says that theoretical reason makes it possible to cognize what is as well as practically determining what ought to be. He believed that "Human reason is by its nature is architectonic." "Reason thinks of all cognitions as belonging to a unified and organized system. Reason is our way of making inferences and of identifying the grounds behind every truth."

If the statement "Tom is a man" is true and "all men are mortal" is true, then one can infer that the statement "Tom is mortal" is true. This set of references can be continued using reason, to provide higher and higher levels of generality to explain the way things are. We do this by connecting each state with the previous state and the state that follows according to a rule. Combining these into a hierarchy can provide us with a conception of the whole system of nature.

Kant wrote an essay "Answering the Question: What is Enlightenment?" in which he summarised the Enlightenment as the age of “daring to know” which meant thinking without the restrictions of the accepted authorities of the time.
Kant died: February 1804 never having travelled more than a few hundred kilometres form where he was born though his work is still influential in the 21st century.

Adapted from www.gofigger.org and Bertrand Russell “History of Western Philosophy”

Albert Camus.

Albert Camus was born in Algeria, then a French department, in 1913. He came from a poor family but succeeded in completing his studies at the University of Algiers. In 1935 he received his Bachelor’s Degree and in 136 he received his Master’s degree. He went to live in France in 1938. He joined the Resistance movement during the German occupation of France. After the war he was editor of the newspaper “Combat”. He resigned as a political journalist and began to write fiction, essays and became active in the theatre where he was known as a producer and playwright. Between 1955 and 1956 he wrote for the French Newspaper “L’Express”. He was awarded the Noel Prize for Literature in 1957. He died in a car crash in 1960.

In 1942 he wrote the first of is philosophical works “The Myth of Sisyphus” in which he begins to develop his philosophy of the Absurd. In this work he claims absolute freedom from religious belief and says that mans search for meaning is futile because there is no Good and no afterlife. He does not accept suicide as the solution but rather says that revolt is the way to live. He imagines that this struggle is what man should be happy. At the end of the work he says that he imagines that Sisyphus must happy and that the struggle is what fills mans heart.

Camus is the centre of the Existentialist movement even though he himself never admitted to this. He was for a time a close associate of Jean Paul Sartre but they disagreed over the Sartre’s support of Stalin’s policies of repression. It was not until after Camus death that Sartre praised Camus’ work.  He differed from Sartre in that he began to align himself with the Humanist ideals of justice and solidarity. This is seen in his second philosophical work “The Rebel”.

Possibly his best known work is “The Stranger” which is the story of a man waiting to be executed for murder. He shows little emotion and the lack of remorse he should feel according to the prosecutor indicates that he should be executed as an example to others who show no respect for human life. At the end of the novel the murderer comes to realise that the universe is indifferent to man and his plight in the world

In his book “The plague” he poses the question “Can one be a saint if one does not believe in God?” He shows an example of a humanist “saint.” This work is often read as a metaphor for the German treatment of the French Resistance during the Occupation. Many think this is a classic Existential text even though Camus denied that it was existential.

Camus won the Nobel Prize for an essay on the death penalty, “Rélexion sur La Guillotine”. He did not use philosophical ideas to argue against the death penalty. Rather he describes what happens at an execution and relies on this simple approach to put argue his ideas. He said that public executions were not held in public because they were horrendous and that each execution was in fact murder sanction by the state. One of the reasons that this work was considered so important was because it was written in a way that everyday people could read and discuss the ideas in it.
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