
     The Christian Age: 

 Thomas Aquinas

Christianity played a big part in the development of Philosophy. One of the most 

important Christian Philosophers to emerge was Thomas Aquinas.

We will look at his beliefs now:

Thomas Aquinas was born in 1225CE in the Italian town Aquino - so his name literally 

means Thomas of Aquino. He is widely thought of as the greatest Christian Theologian 

and philosopher of all time. He wrote an incredibly famous book called ‘Summa 

Theologica’. He studied and worked in Paris. He trained to become a priest and he 

joined the Dominican Order.

Aquinas was very influenced by Aristotle and he incorporated some of Aristotle’s ideas 

into his Christian Philosophy. Aquinas was always concerned with the whole area of 

human happiness, friendship and love. He said that every human person had a goal in 

life and this goal was to be happy. He famously said that ‘Properly human action is 

action that pursues goals’. He said that we have a reason for doing every single thing 

we do. We never do something for no reason he felt. He felt that the goal or reason for 

an action will always tell us whether that action is good or bad.

He developed this idea when he said that all of us in life have an ultimate Goal - For 

Aquinas - the Ultimate Goal is always God.He felt that happiness could not be found in 

the trappings of material wealth, possessions and objects, in fame, power, honours or 

pleasure. Aquinas felt that it is only God - and God alone - that can satisfy our human 



desire for happiness. In a similar view to aristotle Aquinas believed that only those who 

lead a good, moral and vitreous life will achieve true happiness.

Thomas Aquinas died in 1274.



The Age of Reason

The age of reason refers to the period of time in the 17th and 18th century in 
Europe. It is often called The Enlightenment. At this time there were huge 
advancements made in the area of science. These developments really challenged the 
way people thought about the world and the traditional belief in God.

The Church, initially were very opposed and frightened of this new way of thinking, for 
example it condemned the scientist Galileo for saying that the earth moved around the 
sun.

Rene Descartes (1596-1650) (France)

Like the ancient Greek philosopher Socrates, Rene Descartes used questions to find 
truth. He questioned everything including his own existence. "If you would be a real 
seeker after truth, it is necessary that at least once in your life you doubt, as far as 
possible, all things." He proved that he existed with the statement, "I think therefore I 
am." Because he could think, he must exist. Descartes used "hyperbolic doubt", a 
method of reasoning that stated that though he may doubt, he cannot doubt that he 
exists.

Descartes was a scientist at heart and used science to explore his ideas. He set out to 
prove that we should trust only that which is clearly and distinctly seen to be beyond 
any doubt. Anything that could be doubted was rejected by him. This included God and 
the teachings of the church. He believed that he could not trust his senses, because 
distance can distort what you see. He came to the conclusion that he could only trust 
mathematics because, awake or asleep, two plus three always equals five. 

He gives the example of dreaming to prove that we cannot trust our senses: in a 
dream, your senses tell you things that seem to be real, but do not actually exist. Thus, 
the data of the senses cannot be relied upon to be necessarily true. Or, perhaps there 
is an "evil genius": a supremely powerful and cunning being who sets out to try to fool 
Descartes from knowing the true nature of reality. Given these possibilities, what is it 
that one can know for certain?

He goes on to further talk about the limitations of the senses, Descartes goes on to 
talk about what is known as the Wax Argument. He considers a piece of wax: his 



senses inform him that it has certain characteristics, such as shape, texture, size, color, 
smell, and so forth. However, when he brings the wax towards a flame, these 
characteristics change completely. However, it seems that it is still the same thing: it is 
still a piece of wax, even though the data of the senses inform him that all of its 
characteristics are different. Therefore, in order properly to grasp the nature of the 
wax, he cannot use the senses: he must use his mind. Descartes concludes:

"Thus what I thought I had seen with my eyes, I actually grasped solely with the 
faculty of judgement, which is in my mind."

By use of this scientific reasoning, Descartes decided that reality is made up of two 
separate things Ð mind (thinking) and body. After establishing that he existed, he spent 
the rest of his life trying to prove how minds and bodies work together. In the end, he 
concluded that the body was like a machine connected to the mind by a small gland in 
the brain.

Eventually, Descartes moved from France to Holland because the Church was 
persecuting scientists, such as Galileo, and he wanted to be free to continue his work. 
Later he was invited to Sweden to teach the Queen. While there, he caught pneumonia 
and died.



The age of Romanticism and Existentialism:

The age of Romanticism and Existentialism emerged in Europe in the 18th and 19th 

Centuries. The Romantics disagreed with the enlightenment thinkers who placed all 

their trust in science. Romantics believed that human emotions were incredibly 

important. They believed that they were as important as the mind and intellect for 

human growth and development.

The existentialists believed that forming your own identity as a person was very 

important. You shouldn’t simply follow the crowd. Being independent people and having 

free will to make your own choices was very important for existentialists. Soren 

Kierkegaard was regarded as the world’s first existentialist thinker.

We will look at the philosophy of Friedrich Neitzsche who lived at this time.

He was born in Prussia in 1884. His dad was a Protestant Pastor so obviously his youth 

was heavily influenced by Religion. He was an excellent student and by the time he 

was 25 he had completed a PH.D. in classical Greek Philosophy. He travelled 

extensively and wrote a huge amount. He suffered from poor mental health.

His ideas were at the time of writing very controversial and they continue to 

influence Philosophy today. Neitzsche was a sceptic. He doubted everything. He 

believed that there is no moral, absolute or scientific truth. He said that the whole 

idea of ‘truth’ is just something that society makes up in order to control it’s people.



Neitzsche said there is no such thing as a moral truth - therefore there is no such 

thing as good or evil, right or wrong. This obviously offended many Christians at the 

time who would have disagreed with him. He accused Christianity of producing a 

‘Slave Morality’. Neitzsche said that humans should not be judged on good or bad acts 

but rather on how powerful they can become. How successful they can become and 

how excellent they can be come. This is how we should judge people, not on whether 

they do good or bad deeds.

Neitzsche is famous for proclaiming that ‘God is dead’. The values and moral views of 

people grew out of their belief in God. Neitzsche did not believe in God and siad that 

people should no longer do so either as everything could now be explained by science - 

by human beings through their use of reason. He felt that the old moral order, the 

old way of thinking based on God was dying that that people should embrace his new 

philosophy - extreme skepticism, called nihilism.

Neitzsche died in 1890.


