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Existentialism and the Rights of the People

The existentialist believes that he and he alone can determine what will happen in his life.  There is neither reliance on God nor even any sort of belief in God.  Therefore, since there is no God, the lives of people are left up to themselves.  How does this philosophy compare to what Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. believed?  And, how did it influence the issues of democracy and women’s rights in the 20th century?

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. believed in God. However, he also believed that it was important to take an active role in one’s life – which could also be considered as the existentialists’ point of view.  In his “Letter from Birmingham Jail”, Dr. King demonstrated this point of view by saying:

I cannot sit idly by in Atlanta and not be concerned about what happens in Birmingham.  Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.  We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality tired in a single garment of destiny.  Never again can we afford to live with the narrow, provincial “outsider agitator” idea.  Anyone who lives inside the United States can never be considered an outsider anywhere in this country.  (Lamm 477)
By saying this Dr. King showed that he was not going to sit back and watch his life (and others’ lives) go by without taking any kind of action against what he knew to be wrong.  In saying these things he encouraged the black community to take direct action in protesting the injustices they were faced with – segregation, voting rights, etc.  The movement that he started has had an effect on millions of lives today.  Excellent connection and use of supporting material.

We can also see the philosophy of existentialism demonstrated in democracy.  Democracy has aspects of both the subjective (each person determines their own behavior) and objective (a group determines the appropriate behavior for another individual) aspects of existentialism.  For the most part, democracy gives people the right to determine appropriate behaviors in their lives (subjective).  However, the government does set boundaries on those behaviors (objective).  For example, a person is free to live their life as long as they are not harming anyone else or breaking any laws.  The minute they step over that boundary by committing some sort of crime that is against the law (murder, stealing, abuse, etc.), they are punished.  Does this really support existentialist beliefs?  Not really because even though these people that commit crimes may be “making their own decisions”, according to our laws those decisions are wrong.  And the whole point of existentialism is determining right and wrong in your own life. I see your point here but don’t we get a say so in what the laws are.  I mean, the whole point of democracy is that we each have a voice in the government.  I realize that sometimes it seems that we are each insignificant but the theory behind democracy is that each one of us can have input into our own future – especially with regard to appropriate behavior.  In a non-democratic system, there are any number of ways in which an individual’s voice will not be tolerated.  I guess the point is that the connection with E is in the concept of having a choice and an opportunity.  

Existentialism, however, does provide a basis of equality.  This philosophy is one that did help the women’s rights movement.  Theoretically if a person is able to make his/her own decisions, and decides that he/she wants to vote, he/she should be able to vote whether he/she is a man or a woman, black or white.  As far as existentialism goes, everyone is equal.  Women who believed strongly in this were able to overcome injustices in their lives.  They fought not only for voting rights but also for equal rights in the workplace and in the home. Good but a little too vague still.  Needs specifics.

If existentialism really worked today, there would be no laws and no belief in God.  Existentialism does have its good points, but it also has several flaws.  With everyone “determining their own destiny”, the world would be in anarchy because of all the conflicting ideas.  Sure, but one of the underlying concepts of E is that whatever action you take as acceptable for yourself, you are willing to embrace as acceptable behavior for everyone else – this is the golden rule isn’t it?  This is the measuring stick for King’s “moral code”.   It is possible to make one’s own decisions and also adhere to natural and manmade laws at the same time.  Yes, existentialism did help in the fight for civil rights and women’s rights, but in my opinion it’s not a philosophy that will stay around for long.  Fair enough.
Amanda – Your essay is well structured and clearly written.  You have some good supporting material – especially given the fact that you are leaning in the opposite direction of the assignment (which is fine).  I totally appreciate your position here but the next time around, you probably need to support your own position better (with more specifics).  You could use further specifics in the second and third supporting sections.  As a whole, solid work here.  89
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