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Phil. 6          Spring 2007 
 

Humanism and Existentialism 
 
Humanism: (Essentialism) There is some inherent nature to human beings. There are 
universal, ahistorical, cross-cultural truths about life, love, God, death, etc. 
 
Existential thinking  
 Human beings have no essence or nature.  There are no universal, ahistorical, 
cross-cultural truths about them.  Rather, what human beings can be is determined by the 
cultural and historical circumstances in which they find themselves.  More specifically, 
what humans can be is determined by their cultural practices.  Cultural practices are 
ways in which people in a particular culture tend to do things.  They encompass practices 
as elevated as how people celebrate or grieve and as banal as how people eat, dress, and 
carry themselves. Many of these practices are "in the background.”  We don't reflect 
much about how we do things; we just do them.   
 It is important to remember that the practices in a culture reflect a particular style.  
If you look at all of the practices in a culture, you will notice that they have something in 
common that pervades all of them.  Compare, for example, the way Californians walk, 
talk, drive, dress, etc. with the way New Yorkers do these things.  New Yorkers tend to 
walk and talk more quickly and they tend to drive more aggressively, and dress less 
casually than their Californian counterparts.  We might say, then, that the cultural 
practices in New York reflect an up tight, harried style, while the practices in California 
reflect a laid back, casual style. 
 Now, these background cultural practices are what allow people and things to 
"show up" as having some nature or other.  The cultural practices in Homeric Greece 
allowed people like Odysseus to show up as a hero; while the cultural practices in 
Medieval times allowed people to show up as saints and sinners. 
 

Understanding of Being: 
 
 Insofar as cultural practices allow people/things to show up as something; we say that 
the practices manifest an understanding of being.  An understanding of being is what 
determines what people/things can show up as.  According to a Homeric understanding of 
being, people can show up as heroes or warriors, slaves, etc.  According to the Medieval 
understanding of being, people can show up as sinners and saints.   
 

Great books vs. Great Works: Two approaches to texts 
 
Humanism:  Humanists view texts as "great books" which contain universal truths about 
the inherent nature of human beings.  Works of art are sources of knowledge.  Artists, 
like physicists, are discovers and teachers of truths.  It's just that artists teach us about 
human beings instead of DNA and electrons. 
 When we read the Odyssey as a great book, we notice what Homer got right about 
human nature, and likewise what he failed to understand. 
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Existential thinking:  Existential thinkers cannot think of texts as great books, because 
they don't believe that there are universal truths about human beings.  Instead, they think 
of books like the Odyssey as "great works."  Something is a great work insofar as it 
brings together tendencies in a culture's practices so that people in that culture see these 
tendencies as manifesting a particular style, i.e. a particular understanding of being.   
 When we read the Odyssey as a great work, we try to look for and articulate the 
cultural practices that are operative in the work and the understanding(s) of being those 
practices manifest. 
 

Worlds: 
 

When cultural practices manifest an understanding of being, they open up a 
world.  A world is made up of a combination of equipment, goals, identities, and overall 
mood.   

Examples: warrior world, erotic world 
Each world has a particular understanding of being: The world something is in 

determines what kind of thing it can be.  In the erotic world, a person can show up as a 
lover; in the warrior world, one can show up as an enemy.  There are practices that are 
specific to a world that determine what kinds of people and things there can be in that 
world.   

Within a particular world, there are is a limited range of possibilities that will 
make sense to you.  Depending on the world you're in, different things will have value or 
significance.  

Note that in the Odyssey, people can go from one world to another (e.g., from the 
domestic world to the warrior world), but not at will.  It takes more to cross worlds than 
the mere decision to do so. 

On the importance of gods: 
 

Each world is associated with a god.   
Examples: Aphrodite is the goddess of the erotic world; Ares is the god of the warrior 
world. 

Polytheism doesn't just mean a multiplicity of gods.  What's important about 
polytheism is the idea of a multiplicity of worlds. 

In polytheistic Homeric Greece, there were many worlds.  Later, in monotheistic 
medieval Christianity, we'll find just one god, one world, and one understanding of being.  
Perhaps we ought to return to a polytheism where there are many worlds and ways to be. 

 
Ontological vs. Psychological Explanations: 

 
Psychological explanations try to make sense of a person's behavior in terms of 

"internal factors" like desires, beliefs, talents, motives, etc. For example, one might 
attempt to explain Telemachus' "awakening" in Books 1 and 2 by saying that Athena 
gave the boy courage, and this inner emotional state moved him to confront the suitors, 
call the big meeting, etc.  

Ontological explanations try to make sense of a person's behavior in terms of the 
world that person is in.  We might explain Telemachus' awakening ontologically by 
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saying that the boy crossed from the "dim confusion" of childhood into an adult world.  
Accordingly, he acquired a new role, as Odysseus' son and heir.  He could now see the 
situation in a different light: the suitors posed a threat to his property, and he could see 
new possibilities for action to deal with that situation. 

Ontological explanations are more fundamental than psychological explanations 
for a number of reasons.  First, there will be places where we cannot explain what 
happens psychologically; in such cases only an ontological explanation will do.  Second, 
we must ultimately understand someone's psychological states in terms of the world that 
person is in.  Psychological states are directed towards things.  But what sorts of things 
there can be depends on what world we're in.   


